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PREFACE 


This comprehensive collection offers instructors the opportunity to construct courses in 
ethics combining as wished the history of moral philosophy, modern ethical theory, and 
contemporary moral problems. The readings are reprinted, wherever possible, without 
omissions. Among the major historical works presented unabridged are Plato’s Euthyphro, 
Apology, and Crito, Kant’s Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals, and Mill’s Utili- 
tarianism. 

The idea for such an inclusive volume developed from conversations with Robert Miller, 
our editor at Oxford University Press, and we are most grateful for his initial encourage- 
ment and continuing support. We thank those anonymous referees, chosen by the Press, 
who offered helpful suggestions regarding the book’s structure and contents. We also wish 
to express our appreciation to Ian Gardiner for his conscientious proofreading and to the 
staff of Oxford University Press for providing generous assistance throughout the stages 
of production. 
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INTRODUCTION 


All of us from time to time reflect on the moral dimension of our lives: what sorts of per- 
sons we ought to be, which goals are worth pursuing, and how we should relate to others. 
We may wonder about the answers to these questions that have been provided by the most 
profound thinkers of past generations; we may speculate whether their conflicting opin- 
ions amount to disagreements about the truth or are merely expressions of their differing 
attitudes; we may consider how their varied theories might help us understand moral is- 
sues of our own day. 

This book of readings provides the materials to address these matters. In Part I we have 
collected the most influential ethical theories from nearly 2,500 years of philosophical 
thought, beginning in ancient Greece with Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle and continuing 
through medieval and modern times to the twentieth-century French thinkers Camus and 
Sartre. Part II contains recent articles that explore theoretical issues concerning the nature 
of moral judgments, the resolution of moral disagreements, and the evaluation of moral 
theories. Part III offers reflections on contemporary moral problems, including abortion, 
euthanasia, famine relief, animal rights, capital punishment, and affirmative action. In 
each case thoughtful arguments for and against are presented for your consideration. 

Which philosophical positions are correct? Just as each member of a jury at a trial needs 
to make a decision and defend a view after considering all the relevant evidence, so each 
philosophical inquirer needs to make a decision and defend a view after considering all the 
relevant opinions. This book makes available in convenient form the materials on which 
to base your thinking. But the challenge and excitement of philosophy is that, after tak- 
ing account of the work others have done, the responsibility for reaching conclusions is 
your own. 

Should you wish to learn more about particular moral philosophers or specific moral is- 
sues, an excellent source to consult is the Encyclopedia of Ethics (Garland, 1992), edited by 
Lawrence C. Becker, which contains detailed entries with bibliographies on every signifi- 
cant topic in the field. 


PART I 


HISTORICAL SOURCES 


INTRODUCTION 


by Alasdair MacIntyre 


Alasdair Macintyre is Professor of Philosophy at Duke University. He examines the importance 
of an understanding of the history of ethics to contemporary work in the field. 


Moral Philosophy is often written as though the history of the subject were only of sec- 
ondary and incidental importance. This attitude seems to be the outcome of a belief that 
moral concepts can be examined and understood apart from their history. Some philoso- 
phers have even written as if moral concepts were a timeless, limited, unchanging, deter- 
minate species of concept, necessarily having the same features throughout their history, 
so that there is a part of language waiting to be philosophically investigated which de- 
serves the ticle “the language of morals” (with a definite article and a singular noun). In a 
less sophisticated way, historians of morals are all too apt to allow that moral practices and 
the content of moral judgments may vary from society to society and from person to per- 
son, but at the same time these historians have subtly assimilated different moral con- 
cepts—and so they end up by suggesting that although what is held to be right or good 
is not always the same, roughly the same concepts of right and good are universal. 

In fact, of course, moral concepts change as social life changes. I deliberately do not 
write “because social life changes,” for this might suggest that social life is one thing, mo- 
rality another, and that there is merely an external, contingent causal relationship between 
them. This is obviously false. Moral concepts are embodied in and are partially constitu- 
tive of forms of social life. One key way in which we may identify one form of social life 
as distinct from another is by identifying differences in moral concepts. So it is an ele- 
mentary commonplace to point out chat there is no precise English equivalent for the 
Greek word d1KaLOOvVNH [dikAiasune], usually translated justice. And this is not a mere 
linguistic defect, so that what Greek achieves by a single word English needs a periphra- 
sis {longer phrasing} to achieve. It is rather that the occurrence of certain concepts in an- 
cient Greek discourse and of others in modern English marks a difference between two 
forms of social life. To understand a concept, to grasp the meaning of the words which ex 


From A Short History of Ethics by Alasdair MacIntyre (Routledge and Kegan Paul). Reprinted by permission of Rout- 
ledge Ltd. 
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press it, is always at least to learn what the rules are which govern the use of such words 
and so to grasp the role of the concept in language and social life. This in itself would sug- 
gest strongly that different forms of social life will provide different roles for concepts to 
play. Or at least for some concepts this seems likely to be the case. There certainly are con- 
cepts which are unchanging over long periods, and which must be unchanging for one of 
two reasons. Either they are highly specialized concepts belonging within stable and con- 
tinuing disciplines, such as geometry; or else they are highly general concepts necessary 
to any language of any complexity. I have in mind here the family of concepts expressed 
by such words as and, or, and zf. But moral concepts do not fall into either of these two 
classes. 

So it would be a fatal mistake to write as if, in the history of moral philosophy, there 
had been one single task of analyzing the concept of, for example, justice, to the perfor- 
mance of which Plato, Hobbes, and Bentham all set themselves, and for their achievement 
at which they can be awarded higher or lower marks. It does not of course follow, and it 
is in fact untrue, that what Plato says about 61Ka1LOGvVN and what Hobbes or Bentham 
says about justice are totally irrelevant to one another. There are continuities as well as 
breaks in the history of moral concepts. Just here lies the complexity of the history. 

The complexity is increased because philosophical inquiry itself plays a part in chang- 
ing moral concepts. It is not that we have first a straightforward history of moral concepts 
and then a separate and secondary history of philosophical comment. For to analyze a con- 
cept philosophically may often be to assist in its transformation by suggesting that it needs 
revision, or that it is discredited in some way, or that it has a certain kind of prestige. Phi- 
losophy leaves everything as it is—except concepts. And since to possess a concept involves 
behaving or being able to behave in certain ways in certain circumstances, to alter concepts, 
whether by modifying existing concepts or by making new concepts available or by de- 
stroying old ones, is to alter behavior. So the Athenians who condemned Socrates to death, 
the English parliament which condemned Hobbes’ Leviathan in 1666, and the Nazis who 
burned philosophical books were correct at least in their apprehension that philosophy can 
be subversive of established ways of behaving. Understanding the world of morality and 
changing it are far from incompatible tasks. The moral concepts which are objects for analy- 
sis to the philosophers of one age may sometimes be what they are partly because of the dis- 
cussions by philosophers of a previous age. 

. It is all too easy for philosophical analysis, divorced from historical inquiry, to in- 
sulate itself from correction. In ethics it can happen in the following way. A certain un- 
systematically selected class of moral concepts and judgments is made the subject of at- 
tention. From the study of these it is concluded that specifically moral discourse possesses 
certain characteristics. When counterexamples are adduced to show that this is not always 
so, these counterexamples are dismissed as irrelevant, because not examples of moral dis- 
course; and they are shown to be nonmoral by exhibiting their lack of the necessary char- 
acteristics. From this kind of circularity we can be saved only by an adequate historical 
view of the varieties of moral and evaluative discourse. This is why it would be danger- 
ous, and not just pointless, to begin these studies with a definition which would carefully 
delimit the field of inquiry. We cannot, of course, completely avoid viewing past moral- 
ists and past philosophers in terms of present distinctions. . . . But it is important that 
we should, as far as it is possible, allow the history of philosophy to break down our 
present-day preconceptions, so that our too narrow views of what can and cannot be 
thought, said, and done are discarded in face of the record of what has been thought, said, 
and done. 
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Plato (c. 428-347 B.C.), the famed Athenian philosopher, wrote a series of dialogues, most of 
which feature his teacher Socrates. The earlier of these reprinted here, the Euthyphro, Apol- 
ogy, Crito and Phaedo, are considered reliable sources for the views of Socrates; the Repub- 
lic, widely regarded as Plato's greatest work, contains his own account of the good life and 
the just state. 


kuthyphro 


PERSONS Oi THEYWWTFACOGUE 
SOCRATES EUTHYPHRO 
SCENE: — The Porch of the King Archon 


Euthyphro. Why have you left the Lyceum, Socrates? and what are you doing in the Porch 
of the King Archon? Surely you cannot be concerned in a suit before the King, like my- 
self ? 

Socrates. Not in a suit, Euthyphro; impeachment is the word which the Athenians use. 

Euth. What! I suppose that some one has been prosecuting you, for I cannot believe that 
you are the prosecutor of another. 

Soc. Certainly not. Coli. puns 

Euth. Then some one else has been prosecuting you? es: -*. 

Soc. Yes. hintti 

Euth. And who is he? 

Soc. A young man who is little known, Euthyphro; and I hardly know him: his name is 
Meletus, and he is of the deme of Pitthis. Perhaps you may remember his appearance; 
he has a beak, and long straight hair, and a beard which is ill grown. 

Euth. No, 1 do not remember him, Socrates. But what is the charge which he brings against 
you? 

Soc. What is the charge? Well, a very serious charge, which shows a good deal of charac- 
ter in the young man, and for which he is certainly not to be despised. He says he knows 
how the youth are corrupted and who are their corruptors. I fancy that he must be a 
wise man, and seeing that I am the reverse of a wise man, he has found me out, and is 
going to accuse me of corrupting his young friends. And of this our mother the state 
is to be the judge. Of all our political men he is the only one who seems to me to begin 
in the right way, with the cultivation of virtue in youth; like a good husbandman, he 
makes the young shoots his first care, and clears away us who are the destroyers of them. 


Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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This is only the first step; he will afterwards attend to the elder branches; and if he goes 
on as he has begun, he will be a very great public benefactor. 

Euth. I hope that he may; but I rather fear, Socrates, that the opposite will turn out to be 
the truth. My opinion is that in attacking you he is simply aiming a blow at the foun- 
dation of the state. But in what way does he say that you corrupt the young? 

Soc. He brings a wonderful accusation against me, which at first hearing excites surprise: 
he says that I am a poet or maker of gods, and that I invent new gods and deny the ex- 
istence of old ones; this is the ground of his indictment. 

Euth. I understand, Socrates; he means to attack you about the familiar sign which occa- 
sionally, as you say, comes to you. He thinks that you are a neologian, and he is going 
to have you up before the court for this. He knows that such a change is readily received 
by the world, as I myself know too well; for when I speak in the assembly about divine 
things, and foretell the future to them, they laugh at me and think me a madman. Yet 
every word that I say is true. But they are jealous of us all; and we must be brave and 
go at them. 

Soc. Their laughter, friend Euthyphro, is not a matter of much consequence. For a man may 
be thought wise; but the Athenians, I suspect, do not much trouble themselves about 
him until he begins to impart his wisdom to others; and then for some reason or other, 
perhaps, as you say, from jealousy, they are angry. 

Buth. I am never likely to try their temper in this way. 

Soc. I dare say not, for you are reserved in your behaviour, and seldom impart your wis- 
dom. But I have a benevolent habit of pouring out myself to everybody, and would even 
pay for a listener, and I am afraid that the Athenians may think me too talkative. Now 
if, as I was saying, they would only laugh at me, as you say that they laugh at you, the 
time might pass gaily enough in the court; but perhaps they may be in earnest, and 
then what the end will be you soothsayers only can predict. 

Euth. I dare say that the affair will end in nothing, Socrates, and that you will win your 
cause; and I think that I shall win my own. 

Soc. And what is your suit, Euthyphro? are you the pursuer or the defendant? 

Euth. I am the pursuer. 

Soc. Of whom? 

Euth. You will think me mad when I tell you. 

Soc. Why, has the fugitive wings? 

Euth. Nay, he is not very volatile at his time of life. . 

Soc. Who is he? - 

Euth. My father. 

Soc. Your father! my good man? 

Euth. Yes. 

Soc. And of what is he accused? 

Euth. Of murder, Socrates. 

Soc. By the powers, Euthyphro! how little does the common herd know of the nature of 
right and truth. A man must be an extraordinary man, and have made great strides in 
wisdom, before he could have seen his way to bring such an action. 

Euth. Indeed, Socrates, he must. 

Soc. I suppose that the man whom your father murdered was one of your relatives—clearly 
he was; for if he had been a stranger you would never have thought of prosecuting him. 

Euth. I am amused, Socrates, at your making a distinction between one who is a relation 
and one who is not a relation; for surely the pollution is the same in either case, if you 
knowingly associate with the murderer when you ought to clear yourself and him by 
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proceeding against him. The real question is whether the murdered man has been justly 
slain. If justly, then your duty is to let the matter alone; but if unjustly, then even if 
the murderer lives under the same roof with you and eats at the same table, proceed 
against him. Now the man who is dead was a poor dependent of mine who worked for 
us as a field labourer on our farm in Naxos, and one day in a fit of drunken passion he 
got into a quarrel with one of our domestic servants and slew him. My father bound 

him hand and foot and threw him into a ditch, and then sent to Athens to ask of a di- 
viner what he should do with him. Meanwhile he never attended to him and took no 
care about him, for he regarded him as a murderer; and thought that no great harm 

| would be done even if he did die. Now this was just what happened. For such was the 

| effect of cold and hunger and chains upon him, that before the messenger returned from 

_ the diviner, he was dead. And my father and family are angry with me for taking the 
part of the murderer and prosecuting my father. They say that he did not kill him, and 
that if he did, the dead man was but a murderer, and I ought not to take any notice, 
for that a son is impious who prosecutes a father. Which shows, Socrates, how little they 
know what the gods think about piety and impiety. 

Soc. Good heavens, Euthyphro! and is your knowledge of religion and of things pious and 
impious so very exact, that, supposing the circumstances to be as you state them, you 
are not afraid lest you too may be doing an impious thing in bringing an action against 
your father? 

Euth. The best of Euthyphro, and that which distinguishes him, Socrates, from other men, 
is his exact knowledge of such matters. What should I be good for without it? 

Soc. Rare friend! I think that I cannot do better than be your disciple. Then before the trial 
with Meletus comes on I shall challenge him, and say that J have always had a great in- 
terest in religious questions, and now, as he charges me with rash imaginations and in- 
novations in religion, I have become your disciple. You, Meletus, as I shall say to him, 
acknowledge Euthyphro to be a great theologian, and sound in his opinions; and if you 
approve of him you ought to approve of me, and not have me into court; but if you dis- 
approve, you should begin by indicting him who is my teacher, and who will be the 
ruin, not of the young, but of the old; that is to say, of myself whom he instructs, and 
of his old father whom he admonishes and chastises. And if Meletus refuses to listen to 
me, but will go on, and will not shift the indictment from me to you, I cannot do bet- 
ter than repeat this challenge in the court. 

Euth. Yes, indeed, Socrates; and if he attempts to indict me I am mistaken if I do not find 
a flaw in him; the court shall have a great deal more to say to him than to me. 

Soc. And IJ, my dear friend, knowing this, am desirous of becoming your disciple. For I ob- 
serve that no one appears to notice you—not even this Meletus; but his sharp eyes have 
found me out at once, and he has indicted me for impiety. And therefore, I adjure you 
to tell me the nature of piety and impiety, which you said that you knew so well, and 
of murder, and of other offences against the gods. What are they? Is not piety in every 
action always the same? and impiety, again—is it not always the opposite of piety, and 
also the same with itself, having, as impiety, one notion which includes whatever is im- 
pious? 

Euth. To be sure, Socrates. 

Soc. And what is piety, and what is impiety? | _ 

se? Piety is doing as slam doing; that is to say, prosecuting any one who is guilty of mur- | 

der, sacrilege, or of any similar crime—whether he be your father or mother, or who- | 
ever he may be—that makes no difference; and not to prosecute them is impiety. And 
please to consider, Socrates, what a notable proof I will give you of the truth of my 
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words, a proof which I have already given to others:—of the principle, I mean, that the 
impious, whoever he may be, ought not to go unpunished. For do not men regard Zeus 
as the best and most righteous of the gods?—and yet they admit that he bound his fa- 
ther (Cronos) because he wickedly devoured his sons, and that he too had punished his 
own father (Uranus) for a similar reason, in a nameless manner. And yet when I pro- 
ceed against my father, they are angry with me. So inconsistent are they in their way 
of talking when the gods are concerned, and when I am concerned. 

Soc. May not this be the reason, Euthyphro, why I am charged with impiety—that I can- 
not away with these stories about the gods? and therefore I suppose that people think 
me wrong. But, as you who are well informed about them approve of them, I cannot 
do better than assent to your superior wisdom. What else can I say, confessing as I do, 
that I know nothing about them? Tell me, for the love of Zeus, whether you really be- 

lieve that they are true. 

\ Euth. Yes, Socrates; and things more wonderful still, of which the world is in ignorance. 

Soc. And do you really believe that the gods fought with one another, and had dire quar- 
rels, battles, and the like, as the poets say, and as you may see represented in the works 
of great artists? The temples are full of them; and notably the robe of Athene, which is 
carried up to the Acropolis at the great Panathenaea, is embroidered with them. Are 
all these tales of the gods true, Euthyphro? 

Euth. Yes, Socrates; and, as I was saying, I can tell you, if you would like to hear them, 
many other things about the gods which would quite amaze you. 

Soc. I dare say; and you shall tell me them at some other time when I have leisure. But just 
at present I would rather hear from you a more precise answer, which you have not as 
yet given, my friend, to the question, What is ‘piety’? When asked, you only replied, 
Doing as you do, charging your father with murder. 

Euth. And what I said was true, Socrates. 

Soc. No doubt, Euthyphro; but you would admit that there are many other pious acts? 

Euth. There are. 

Soc. Remember that I did not ask you to give me two or three examples of piety, but to 
explain the general idea which makes all pious things to be pious. Do you not recollect 
that there was one idea which made the impious impious, and the pious pious? 

Euth. I remember. 

Soc. Tell me what is the nature of this idea, and then J shall have a standard to which I may 
look, and by which I may measure actions, whether yours or those of any one else, and 
then I shall be able to say that such and such an action is pious, such another impious. 

Euth. I will tell you, if you like. 

Soc. I should very much like. 

oa Euth. Piety, then, is that which is dear to the gods, and impiety is that which is not dear 

l to them. w | = 

Soc. Very good, Euthyphro; you have now given me the sort of answer which I wanted. But 
whether what you say is true or not I cannot as yet tell, although I make no doubt that 

= you will prove the truth of your words. 

A Euth, Of course. 
` Soc. Come, then, and let us examine what we are saying. That thing or person which is 
x \' dear to the gods is pious, and that thing or person which is hateful to the gods is im- 
C ye _ pious, these two being the extreme opposites of one another. Was not that said? 
Euth, It was. 
Soc. And well said? 
Euth. Yes, Socrates, I thought so; it was certainly said. 
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Soc. And further, Euthyphro, the gods were admitted to have enmities and hatreds and 
differences? 

Euth. Yes, that was also said. 

Soc. And what sort of difference creates enmity and anger? Suppose for example that you 
and I, my good friend, differ about a number; do differences of this sort make us ene- 
mies and set us at variance with one another? Do we not go at once to arithmetic, and 
put an end to them by a sum? 

Enth. True. 

Soc. Or suppose that we differ about magnitudes, do we not quickly end the differences by 
measuring? 

Euth. Very true. - 

Soc. And we end a controversy about heavy and light by resorting to a weighing machine? 

Euth. To be sure. 

Soc. But what differences are there which cannot be thus decided, and which therefore make 
us angry and set us at enmity with one another? I dare say the answer does not occur to 
you at the moment, and therefore I will suggest that these enmities arise when the mat- 
ters of difference are the just and unjust, good and evil, honourable and dishonourable. Are 
not these the points about which men differ, and about which when we are unable satis- 
factorily to decide our differences, you and I and all of us quarrel, when we do quarrel? 

Euth. Yes, Socrates, the nature of the differences about which we quarrel is such as you de- 
scribe. 

Soc. And the quarrels of the gods, noble Euthyphro, when they occur, are of a like nature? 

Euth, Certainly they are. 

Soc. They have differences of opinion, as you say, about good and evil, just and unjust, 
honourable and dishonourable: there would have been no quarrels among them, if there 
had been no such differences—would there now? 

Baths You are quite right. 

Soc. Does not every man love that which he deems noble and just and good, and hate the 
opposite of them? 

Euth, Very true. 

Soc. But, as you say, people regard the same things, some as just and others as unjust,— 
about these they dispute; and so there arise wars and fightings among them. 

Euth, Very true. 

Soc. Then the same things are hated by the gods and loved by the gods, and are both hate- 
ful and dear to them? 

Euth. True. 

Soc. And upon this view the same things, Euthyphro, will be pious and also impious? 

Euth. So I should suppose. 

Soc. Then, my friend, I remark with surprise that you have not answered the question 

_ which I asked. For I certainly did not ask you to tell me what action is both pious and 
impious: but now it would seem that what is loved by the gods is also hated by them. 
And therefore, Euthyphro, in thus chastising your father you may very likely be doing 
what is agreeable to Zeus but disagreeable to Cronos or Uranus, and what is acceptable 
to Hephaestus but unacceptable to Heré, and there may be other gods who have simi- 
lar differences of opinion. 

Euth. But I believe, Socrates, that all the gods would be agreed as to the propriety of pun- 
ishing a murderer: there would be no difference of opinion about that. 

Soc. Well, but speaking of men, Euthyphro, did you ever hear any one arguing that a mur- 
derer or any sort of evil-doer ought to be let off? 
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Euth. I should rather say that these are the questions which they are always arguing, es- 
pecially in courts of law: they commit all sorts of crimes, and there is nothing which 
they will not do or say in their own defence. 

Soc. But do they admit their guilt, Euthyphro, and yet say that they ought not to be pun- 
ished? 

Euth. No; they do not. 

Soc. Then there are some things which they do not venture to say and do: for they do not 
venture to argue that the guilty are to be unpunished, but they deny their guilt, do 
they not? 

Euth. Yes. 

Soc. Then they do not argue that the evil-doer should not be punished, but they argue 
about the fact of who the evil-doer 1s, and what he did and when? 

Euth, True. 

Soc. And the gods are in the same case, if as you assert they quarrel about just and unjust, 
and some of them say while others deny that injustice is done among them. For surely 
neither God nor man will ever venture to say that the doer of injustice is not to be pun- 
ished? 

Euth. That is true, Socrates, in the main. 

Soc. But they join issue about the particulars—gods and men alike; and, if they dispute at 
all, they dispute about some act which is called in question, and which by some is af- 
firmed to be just, by others to be unjust. Is not that true? 

Euth, Quite true. 

Soc. Well then, my dear friend Euthyphro, do tell me, for my better instruction and in- 
formation, what proof have you that in the opinion of all the gods a servant who is 
guilty of murder, and is put in chains by the master of the dead man, and dies because 
he is put in chains before he who bound him can learn from the interpreters of the gods 
what he ought to do with him, dies unjustly; and that on behalf of such an one a son 
ought to proceed against his father and accuse him of murder. How would you show 
that all the gods absolutely agree in approving of his act? Prove to me that they do, and 
I will applaud your wisdom as long as I live. F 

Euth. It will be a difficult task; but I could make the matter very clear indeed to you. 

Soc. I understand; you mean to say that I am not so quick of apprehension as the judges: 
for to them you will be sure to prove that the act is unjust, and hateful to the gods. 

Euth. Yes indeed, Socrates; at least if they will listen to me. 

Soc. But they will be sure to listen if they find that you are a good speaker. There was a 
notion that came into my mind while you were speaking; I said to myself: “Well, and 
what if Euthyphro does prove to me that all the gods regarded the death of the serf as 
unjust, how do I know anything more of the nature of piety and impiety? for granting 
that this action may be hateful to the gods, still piety and impiety are not adequately 
defined by these distinctions, for that which is hateful to the gods has been shown to 
be also pleasing and dear to them.’ And therefore, Euthyphro, I do not ask you to prove 
this; I will suppose, if you like, that all the gods condemn and abominate such an ac- 
tion. But I will amend the definition so far as to say that what all the gods hate is im- 
pious, and what they love pious or holy; and what some of them love and others hate 
is both or neither. Shall this be our definition of piety and impiety? 

Euth. Why not, Socrates? 

Soc. Why not! certainly, as far as I am concerned, Euthyphro, there is no reason why not. 
But whether this admission will greatly assist you in the task of instructing me as you 
promised, is a matter for you to consider. 
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Euth. Yes, I should say that what all the gods love i is pious and holy, and the opposite which 
they all hate, impious. 
Soc. Ought we to enquire into the truth of this, Euthyphro, or simply to accept the mere 
statement on our own authority and that of others? What do you say? 
Euth. We should enquire; and I believe chat the statement will stand the test of enquiry. 
Soc. We shall know better, my good friend, in a little while. The point which I should first | 
wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is beloved by the gods because it is | 
__——}holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods. =< — | 
Euth. I do not understand your meaning, Socrates. 
Soc. I will endeavour to explain: we speak of carrying and we speak of being carried, of 
leading and being led, seeing and being seen. You know that in all such cases there is 
a difference, and you know also in what the difference lies? 
Euth. I think that I understand. 
Soc. And is not that which is beloved distinct from that which loves? 
Euth, Certainly. 
Soc. Well; and now tell me, is that which is carried in this state of carrying because it is 
carried, or for some other reason? 
Euth. No; that is the reason. 
Soc. And the same is true of what is led and of what is seen? 
Eeh Trie 
Soc. And a thing is not seen because it is visible, but conversely, visible because it is seen; 
nor is a thing led because it is in the state of being led, or carried because it is in the 
state of being carried, but the converse of this. And now I think, Euthyphro, that my 
meaning will be intelligible; and my meaning is, that any state of action or passion im- 
plies previous action or passion. It does not become because it is becoming, but it is in 
a state of becoming because it becomes; neither does it suffer because it is in a state of 
suffering, but it is in a state of suffering because it suffers. Do you not agree? 
Euth. Yes. 
Soc. Is not that which is loved in some state either of becoming or suffering? 
Euth. Yes. 
Soc. And the same holds as in the previous instances; the state of being loved follows the 
act of being loved, and not the act the state. 
Euth. Certainly. 
Soc. And what do you say of piety, Euthyphro: is not piety, according to your definition, 
loved by all the gods? 
Euth. Yes. 
Soc. Because it is pious or holy, or for some other reason? 
Euth. No, that is the reason. 
Soc. It is loved because it is holy, not holy because it is loved? 
Euth. Yes. 
Soc. And that which is dear to the gods is loved by them, and is in a state to be loved of 
them because it is loved of them? 
| Euth. Cercainly. 
Soc. Then that which is dear to the gods, Euthyphro, is not holy, nor is that which is holy 
| loved of God, as you affirm; but they are two different things. 
_ Euth. How do you mean, Socrates? 
Soc. I mean to say that the holy has been acknowledged by us to be loved of God because 


it is holy, not to be holy because it is loved. 
Euth. Yes. 
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Soc. But that which is dear to the gods is dear to them because it is loved by them, not 
loved by them because it is dear to them. 

Emih. True. 

Soc. But, friend Euthyphro, if that which is holy is the same with that which is dear to God, 
and is loved because it is holy, then that which is dear to God would have been loved as 
being dear to God; but if that which is dear to God is dear to him because loved by him, 
then that which is holy would have been holy because loved by him. But now you see 
that the reverse is the case, and that they are quite different from one another. For one 
(8E0O1AEC) is of a kind to be loved because it is loved, and the other (Oot0Vv) is loved 
because it is of a kind to be loved. Thus you appear to me, Euthyphro, when I ask you 
what is the essence of holiness, to offer an attribute only, and not the essence—the at- 
tribute of being loved by all the gods. But you still refuse to explain to me the nature 
of holiness. And therefore, if you please, I will ask you not to hide your treasure, but to 
tell me once more what holiness or piety really is, whether dear to the gods or not (for 
that is a matter about which we will not quarrel); and what is impiety? 

Euth. I really do not know, Socrates, how to express what I mean. For somehow or other 
our arguments, on whatever ground we rest them, seem to turn round and walk away 
from us. 

Soc. Your words, Euthyphro, are like the handiwork of my ancestor Daedalus; and if I were 
the sayer or propounder of them, you might say that my arguments walk away and will 
not remain fixed where they are placed because I am a descendant of his. But now, since 
these notions are your own, you must find some other gibe, for they certainly, as you 
yourself allow, show an inclination to be on the move. 

Euth. Nay, Socrates, I shall still say that you are the Daedalus who sets arguments in mo- 
tion; not I, certainly, but you make them move or go round, for they would never have 
stirred, as far as I am concerned. 

Soc. Then I must be a greater than Daedalus: for whereas he only made his own inventions 
to move, I move those of other people as well. And the beauty of it is, that I would 
rather not. For I would give the wisdom of Daedalus, and the wealth of Tantalus, to be 
able to detain them and keep them fixed. But enough of this. As I perceive that you are 
lazy, I will myself endeavor to show you how you might instruct me in the nature of 
piety; and I hope that you will not grudge your labour. Tell me, then,—Is not that 
which is pious necessarily just? 

Ewtbs Yes. 

Soc. And is, then, all which is just pious? or, is that which is pious all just, but that which 
is just, only in part and not all, pious? 

Euth. I do not understand you, Socrates. 

Soc. And yet I know that you are as much wiser than I am, as you are younger. But, as | 
was saying, revered friend, the abundance of your wisdom makes you lazy. Please to 
exert yourself, for there is no real difficulty in understanding me. What I mean I may 
explain by an illustration of what I do not mean. The poet (Stasinus) sings— 


‘Of Zeus, the author and creator of all these things, 
You will not tell: for where there is fear there is also reverence.’ 


Now I disagree with this poet. Shall I tell you in what respect? 

Euth. By all means. 

Soc. I should not say that where there is fear there is also reverence; for I am sure that many 
persons fear poverty and disease, and the like evils, but I do not perceive that they rev- 
erence the objects of their fear. 
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Euth. Very true. = 

Soc. But where reverence.is, there is fear; for he who has a feeling of reverence and shame 
about the commission of any action, fears and is afraid of an ill reputation. 

Euth. No doubt. 

Soc. Then we are wrong in saying that where there is fear there is also reverence; and we 
should say, where there is reverence there is also fear. But there is not always reverence 
where there is fear; for fear is a more extended notion, and reverence is a part of fear, 
just as the odd is a part of number, and number is a more extended notion than the 
odd. I suppose that you follow me now? 

Euth. Quite well. 

Soc. That was the sort of question which I meant to raise when I asked whether the just is 
always the pious, or the pious always the just; and whether there may not be justice 
where there is not piety; for justice is the more extended notion of which piety is only 
a part. Do you dissent? 

Euth. No, I think that you are quite right. 

Soc. Then, if piety is a part of justice, I suppose that we should enquire what part? If you 
had pursued the enquiry in the previous cases; for instance, if you had asked me what 
is an even number, and what part of number the even is, I should have had no difficulty 
in replying, a number which represents a figure having two equal sides. Do you not 
agree? 

Euth. Yes, I quite agree. 

Soc. In like manner, I want you to tell me what part of justice is piety or holiness, that I 
may be able to tell Meletus not to do me injustice, or indict me for impiety, as I am now 
adequately instructed by you in the nature of piety or holiness, and their opposites. 

Euth. Piety or holiness, Socrates, appears to me to be that part of justice which attends to 
the gods, as there is the other part of justice which attends to men. 

Soc. That is good, Euthyphro; yet still there is a little point about which I should like to 
have further information, What is the meaning of ‘attention’? For attention can hardly 
be used in the same sense when applied to the gods as when applied to other things. 
For instance, horses are said to require attention, and not every person is able to attend 
to them, but only a person skilled in horsemanship. Is it not so? 

Euth. Certainly. 

Soc. I should suppose that the art of horsemanship is the art of attending to horses? 

Euth. Yes. 

Soc. Nor is every one qualified to attend to dogs, but only the huntsman? 

Euth. True. 

Soc. And I should also conceive that the art of the huntsman is the art of attending to dogs? 

Euth. Yes. 

Soc. As the art of the oxherd is the art of attending to oxen? 

Euth. Very true. 

Soc. In like manner holiness or piety is the art of attending to the gods?—that would be 
your meaning, Euthyphro? 

Euth. Yes. 

Soc. And is not attention always designed for the good or benefit of that to which the at- 
tention is given? As in the case of horses, you may observe that when attended to by 
the horseman’s art they are benefited and improved, are they not? 

Euth. True. 

Soc. As the dogs are benefited by the huntsman’s art, and the oxen by the art of the oxherd, 
and all other things are tended or attended for their good and not for their hurt? 
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Euth. Certainly, not for their hurt. 

Soc. But for their good? 

Euth, Of course. 

Soc. And does piety or holiness, which has been defined to be the art of attending to the 
gods, benefit or improve them? Would you say that when you do a holy act you make 
any of the gods better? 

Euth. No, no; that was certainly not what I meant. 

Soc. And I, Euthyphro, never supposed that you did. I asked you the question about the 
nature of the attention, because I thought that you did not. 

Euth. You do me justice, Socrates; that is not the sort of attention which I mean. 

Soc. Good: but I must still ask what is this attention to the gods which is called piety? 

Euth. It is such, Socrates, as servants show to their masters. 

Soc. I understand—a sort of ministration to the gods. 

Euth. Exactly. 

Soc. Medicine is also a sort of ministration or service, having in view the attainment of 
some object—would you not say of health? 

Euth. I should. 

Soc. Again, there is an art which ministers to the ship-builder with a view to the attain- 
ment of some result? 

Euth. Yes, Socrates, with a view to the building of a ship. 

Soc. As there is an art which ministers to the housebuilder with a view to the building of 
a house? 

Euth. Yes. 

Soc. And now tell me, my good friend, about the art which ministers to the gods: what 
work does that help to accomplish? For you must surely know if, as you say, you are of 
all men living the one who is best instructed in religion. 

Euth. And J speak the truth, Socrates. 

Soc. Tell me then, oh tell me—what is that fair work which the gods do by the help of our 
munistrations? 

Euth. Many and fair, Socrates, are the works which they do. 

Soc. Why, my friend, and so are those of a general. But the chief of them is easily told. 
Would you not say that victory in war is the chief of them? 

Euth. Certainly. 

Soc. Many and fair, too, are the works of the husbandman, if I am not mistaken; but his 
chief work is the production of food from the earth? 

Euth. Exactly. 

Soc. And of the many and fair things done by the gods, which is the chief or principal one? 

Euth. I have told you already, Socrates, that to learn all these things accurately will be very 
tiresome. Let me simply say that piety or holiness is learning how to please the gods in 
word and deed, by prayers and sacrifices. Such piety is the salvation of families and 
states, just as the impious, which is unpleasing to the gods, is their ruin and destruc- 
tion. 

Soc. I think chat you could have answered in much fewer words the chief question which 
I asked, Euthyphro, if you had chosen. But I see plainly that you are not disposed to 
instruct me—clearly not: else why, when we reached the point, did you turn aside? Had 
you only answered me I should have truly learned of you by this time the nature of 
piety. Now, as the asker of a question is necessarily dependent on the answerer, whither 
he leads I must follow; and can only ask again, what is the pious, and what is piety? 
Do you mean that they are a sort of science of praying and sacrificing? 
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Euth. Yes, I do. 

Soc. And sacrificing is giving to the gods, and prayer is asking of the gods? 

Euth. Yes, Socrates. 

Soc. Upon this view, then, piety is a science of asking and giving? 

Euth. You understand me capitally, Socrates. ; 

Soc. Yes, my friend; the reason is that I am a votary of your science, and give my mind to 
it, and therefore nothing which you say will be thrown away upon me. Please then to 
tell me, what is the nature of this service to the gods? Do you mean that we prefer re- 
quests and give gifts to them? 

Euth. Yes, I do. 

Soc. Is not the right way of asking to.ask of them what we want? 

Euth, Certainly. 

Soc. And the right way of giving is to give to them in return what they want of us. There 
would be no meaning in an art which gives to any one that which he does not want. 

Euth. Very true, Socrates. 

Soc. Then piety, Euthyphro, is an art which gods and men have of doing business with one 
another? 

Euth, That is an expression which you may use, if you like. 

Soc. But I have no particular liking for anything but the truth. I wish, however, that you 
would tell me what benefit accrues to the gods from our gifts. There is no doubt about 
what they give to us; for there is no good thing which they do not give; but how we 
can give any good thing to them in return is far from being equally clear. If they give 
everything and we give nothing, that must be an affair of business in which we have 
very greatly the advantage of them. | 

Euth, And do you imagine, Socrates, that any benefit accrues to the gods from our gifts? 

Soc. But if not, Euthyphro, what is the meaning of gifts which are conferred by us upon 
the gods? 

Euth, What else, but tributes of honour; and, as I was just now saying, what pleases them? 

Soc. Piety, then, is pleasing to the gods, but not beneficial or dear to them? 

Euth, I should say that nothing could be dearer. 

Soc. Then once more the assertion is repeated that piety is dear to the gods? 

Euth, Certainly. 

Soc. And when you say this, can you wonder at your words not standing firm, but walk- 
ing away? Will you accuse me of being the Daedalus who makes them walk away, not 
perceiving that there is another and far greater artist than Daedalus who makes them 
go round in a circle, and he is yourself; for the argument, as you will perceive, comes 
round to the same point. Were we not saying that the holy or pious was not the same 
with that which is loved of the gods? Have you forgotten? 

Euth. I quite remember. 

Soc. And are you not saying that what is loved of the gods is holy; and is not this the same 
as what is dear to them—do you see? 

Euth. True. 

Soc. Then either we were wrong in our former assertion; or, if we were right then, we are 
wrong now. 

Euth. One of the two must be true. 

Soc. Then we must begin again and ask, What is piety? That is an enquiry which I shall 
never be weary of pursuing as far as in me lies; and I entreat you not to scorn me, but 
to apply your mind to the utmost, and tell me the truth. For, if any man knows, you 
are he; and therefore I must detain you, like Proteus, until you tell. If you had not cer- 
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tainly known the nature of piety and impiety, I am confident that you would never, on 
behalf of a serf, have charged your aged father with murder. You would not have run 
such a risk of doing wrong in the sight of the gods, and you would have had too much 
respect for the opinions of men. I am sure, therefore, that you know the nature of piety 
and impiety. Speak out then, my dear Euthyphro, and do not hide your knowledge. 

Euth. Another time, Socrates; for I am in a hurry, and must go now. 

Soc. Alas! my companion, and will you leave me in despair? I was hoping that you would 
instruct me in the nature of piety and impiety; and then I might have cleared myself 
of Meletus and his indictment. I would have told him that I had been enlightened by 
Euthyphro, and had given up rash innovations and speculations, in which I indulged 
only through ignorance, and that now I am about to lead a better life. 


Apology 


How you, O Athenians, have been affected by my accusers, I cannot tell; but I know that 
they almost made me forget who I was—so persuasively did they speak; and yet they have 
hardly uttered a word of truth. But of the many falsehoods told by them, there was one 
which quite amazed me;—I mean when they said that you should be upon your guard and 
not allow yourselves to be deceived by the force of my eloquence. To say this, when they 
were certain to be detected as soon as I opened my lips and proved myself to be anything 
but a great speaker, did indeed appear to me most shameless—unless by the force of elo- 
quence they mean the force of truth; for if such is their meaning, I admit that I am elo- 
quent. But in how different a way from theirs! Well, as I was saying, they have scarcely 
spoken the truth at all; but from me you shall hear the whole truth: not, however, deliv- 
ered after their manner in a set oration duly ornamented with words and phrases. No, by 
heaven! but I shall use the words and arguments which occur to me at the moment; for I 
am confident in the justice of my cause:' at my time of life I ought not to be appearing 
before you, O men of Athens, in the character of a juvenile orator—let no one expect it of 
me. And I must beg of you to grant me a favour:—If I defend myself in my accustomed 
manner, and you hear me using the words which I have been in the habit of using in the 
agora, at the tables of the money-changers, or anywhere else, I would ask you not to be 
surprised, and not to interrupt me on this account. For I am more than seventy years of 
age, and appearing now for the first time in a court of law, I am quite a stranger to the 
language of the place; and therefore I would have you regard me as if I were really a 
stranger, whom you would excuse if he spoke in his native tongue, and after the fashion 
of his country:—Am I making an unfair request of you? Never mind the manner, which 
may or may not be good; but think only of the truth of my words, and give heed to that: 
let the speaker speak truly and the judge decide justly. 

And first, I have to reply to the older charges and to my first accusers, and then I will 
go on to the later ones. For of old I have had many accusers, who have accused me falsely 
to you during many years; and I am more afraid of them than of Anytus and his associ- 
ates, who are dangerous, too, in their own way. But far more dangerous are the others, who 
began when you were children, and took possession of your minds with their falsehoods, 
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telling of one Socrates, a wise man, who speculated about the heaven above, and searched 
into the earth beneath, and made the worse appear the better cause. The disseminators of 
this tale are the accusers whom I dread; for their hearers are apt to fancy that such en- 
quirers do not believe in the existence of the gods. And they are many, and their charges 
against me are of ancient date, and they were made by them in the days when you were 
more impressible than you are now—in childhood, or it may have been in youth—and the 
cause when heard went by default, for there was none to answer. And hardest of all, I do 
not know and cannot tell the names of my accusers; unless in the chance case of a Comic 
poet. All who from envy and malice have persuaded you—some of them having first con- 
vinced themselves—all this class of men are most difficult to deal with; for I cannot have 
them up here, and cross-examine them, and therefore I must simply fight with shadows 
in my own defence, and argue when there is no one who answers. I will ask you then to 
assume with me, as I was saying, that my opponents are of two kinds; one recent, the other 
ancient: and I hope that you will see the propriety of my answering the latter first, for 
these accusations you heard long before the others, and much oftener. 

Well, then, I must make my defence, and endeavor to clear away in a short time, a slan- 
der which has lasted a long time. May I succeed, if to succeed be for my good and yours, 
or likely to avail me in my cause! The task is not an easy one; I quite understand the na- 
ture of it. And so leaving the event with God, in obedience to the law I will now make 
my defence. 

I will begin at the beginning, and ask what is the accusation which has given rise to 
the slander of me, and in fact has encouraged Meletus to prefer this charge against me. 
Well, what do the slanderers say? They shall be my prosecutors, and I will sum up their 


- words in an affidavit: ‘Socrates is an evil-doer, and a curious person, who searches into 


things under the earth and in heaven, and he makes the worse appear the better cause; and 
he teaches the aforesaid doctrines to others.’ Such is the nature of the accusation: it is just 
what you have yourselves seen in the comedy of Aristophanes, who has introduced a man 
whom he calls Socrates, going about and saying that he walks in air, and talking a deal of 
nonsense concerning matters of which I do not pretend to know either much or little— 
not that I mean to speak disparagingly of any one who is a student of natural philosophy. 
I should be very sorry if Meletus could bring so grave a charge against me. But the sim- 
ple truth is, O Athenians, that I have nothing to do with physical speculations. Very many 
of those here present are witnesses to the truth of this, and to them I appeal. Speak then, 
you who have heard me, and tell your neighbours whether any of you have ever known me 
hold forth in few words or in many upon such matters. . . . You hear their answer. And 
from what they say of this part of the charge you will be able to judge of the truth of the 
rest. 

As little foundation is there for the report that I am a teacher, and take money; this ac- 
cusation has no more truth in it than the other. Although, if a man were really able to in- 
struct mankind, to receive money for giving instruction would, in my opinion, be an 
honour to him. There is Gorgias of Leontium, and Prodicus of Ceos, and Hippias of Elis, 
who go the round of the cities, and are able to persuade the young men to leave their own 
citizens by whom they might be taught for nothing, and come to them whom they not 
only pay, but are thankful if they may be allowed to pay them. There is at this time a 
Parian philosopher residing in Athens, of whom I have heard; and I came to hear of him 
in this way:—I came across a man who has spent a world of money on the Sophists, Cal- 
lias, the son of Hipponicus, and knowing that he had sons, I asked him: ‘Callias,’ I said, 
‘If your two sons were foals or calves, there would be no difficulty in finding some one to 
put over them; we should hire a trainer of horses, or a farmer probably, who would im- 
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prove and perfect them in their own proper virtue and excellence; but as they are human 
beings, whom are you thinking of placing over them? Is there any one who understands 
human and political virtue? You must have thought about the matter, for you have sons; 
is there any one?’ “There is,’ he said. ‘Who is he?’ said I; ‘and of what country? and what 
does he charge?’ ‘Evenus the Parian, he replied; ‘he is the man, and his charge is five 
minae.’ Happy is Evenus, I said to myself, if he really has this wisdom, and teaches at such 
a moderate charge. Had I the same, I should have been very proud and conceited; but the 
truth is that I have no knowledge of the kind. 

I dare say, Athenians, that some one among you will reply, ‘Yes, Socrates, but what is 
the origin of these accusations which are brought against you; there must have been some- 
thing strange which you have been doing? All these rumours and this talk about you 
would never have arisen if you had been like other men: tell us, then, what is the cause of 
them, for we should be sorry to judge hastily of you.’ Now I regard this as a fair challenge, 
and I will endeavour to explain to you the reason why I am called wise and have such an 
evil fame. Please to attend then. And although some of you may think that I am joking, 
I declare that I will tell you the entire truth. Men of Athens, this reputation of mine has 
come of a certain sort of wisdom which I possess. If you ask me what kind of wisdom, I 
reply, wisdom such as may perhaps be attained by man, for to that extent I am inclined to 
believe that I am wise; whereas the persons of whom I was speaking have a superhuman 
wisdom, which I may fail to describe, because I have it not myself; and he who says that 
I have, speaks falsely, and is taking away my character. And here, O men of Athens, I must 
beg you not to interrupt me, even if I seem to say something extravagant. For the word 
which I will speak is not mine. I will refer you to a witness who is worthy of credit; that ` 
witness shall be the God of Delphi—he will tell you about my wisdom, if I have any, and 
of what sort it is. You must have known Chaerephon; he was early a friend of mine, and 
also a friend of yours, for he shared in the recent exile of the people, and returned with 
you. Well, Chaerephon, as you know, was very impetuous in all his doings, and he went 
to Delphi and boldly asked the oracle to tell him whether—as I was saying, I must beg 
you not to interrupt—he asked the oracle to tell him whether any one was wiser than I 
was, and the Pythian prophetess answered, that there was no man wiser. Chaerephon is 
dead himself; but his brother, who is in court, will confirm the truth of what I am saying. 

Why do I mention this? Because I am going to explain to you why I have such an evil 
name. When I heard the answer, I said to myself, What can the god mean? and what is 
the interpretation of his riddle? for I know that I have no wisdom, small or great. What 
then can he mean when he says that I am the wisest of men? And yet he is a god, and can- 
not lie; that would be against his nature. After long consideration, I thought of a method 
of trying the question. I reflected that if I could only find a man wiser than myself, then 
I might go to the god with a reputation in my hand. I should say to him, ‘Here is a man 
who is wiser than I am; but you said that I was the wisest.’ Accordingly I went to one who 
had the reputation of wisdom, and observed him—his name I need not mention; he was 
a politician whom I selected for examination—and the result was as follows: When I began 
to talk with him, I could not help thinking that he was not really wise, although he was 
thought wise by many, and still wiser by himself; and thereupon I tried to explain to him 
that he thought himself wise, but was not really wise; and the consequence was that he 
hated me, and his enmity was shared by several who were present and heard me. So I left 
him, saying to myself, as I went away: Well, although I do not suppose that either of us 
knows anything really beautiful and good, I am better off than he is,—for he knows noth- 
ing, and thinks that he knows; I neither know nor think that I know. In this latter par- 
ticular, then, I seem to have slightly the advantage of him. Then I went to another who 
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had still higher pretensions to wisdom, and my conclusion was exactly the same. Where- 
upon I made another enemy of him, and of many others besides him. 

Then I went to one man after another, being not unconscious of the enmity which I 
provoked, and I lamented and feared this: But necessity was laid upon me,—the word of 
God, I thought, ought to be considered first. And I said to myself, Go I must to all who 
appear to know, and find out the meaning of the oracle. And I swear to you, Athenians, 
by the dog I swear!—for I must tell you the truth—the result of my mission was just this: 
I found that the men most in repute were all but the most foolish;.and that others less es- 
teemed were really wiser and better. I will tell you the tale of my wanderings and of the 
‘Herculean’ labours, as I may call them, which I endured only to find at last the oracle ir- 
refutable. After the politicians, I went to the poets; tragic, dithyrambic, and all sorts. And 
there, I said to myself, you will be instantly detected; now you will find out that you are 
more ignorant than they are. Accordingly, I took them some of the most elaborate pas- 
sages in their own writings, and asked what was the meaning of them—thinking that they 
would teach me something. Will you believe me? I am almost ashamed to confess the 
truth, but I must say that there is hardly a person present who would not have talked bet- 
ter about their poetry than they did themselves. Then I knew that not by wisdom do poets 
write poetry, but by a sort of genius and inspiration; they are like diviners or soothsayers 
who also say many fine things, but do not understand the meaning of them. The poets ap- 
peared to me to be much in the same case; and I further observed that upon the strength 
of their poetry they believed themselves to be the wisest of men in other things in which 
they were not wise. So I departed, conceiving myself to be superior to them for the same 
reason that I was superior to the politicians. 

At last I went to the artisans, for I was conscious that I knew nothing at all, as I may’ i 
say, and I was sure that they knew many fine things; and here I was not mistaken, for they. 
did know many things of which I was ignorant, and in this they certainly were wiser than 
I was. But I observed that even the good artisans fell into the same error as the poets;— 
because they were good workmen they thought that they also knew all sorts of high mat- 
ters, and this defect in them overshadowed their wisdom; and therefore I asked myself on 
behalf of the oracle, whether I would like to be as I was, neither having their knowledge 
nor their ignorance, or like them in both; and I made answer to myself and to the oracle 
that I was better off as I was. 

This inquisition has led to my having many enemies of the worst and most dangerous 
kind, and has given occasion also to many calummnies. And I am called wise, for my hear- 
ers always i imagine that I myself possess the wisdom which I find wanting in others: but 


-the truth is, O men of Athens, that God only is wise; and by his answer he intends to show 


that the wisdom of men is worth little or nothing; he is not speaking of Socrates, he is 
only using my name by way of illustration, as if he said, He, O men, is the wisest, who, 
like Socrates, knows that his wisdom is in truth worth nothing. And so I go about the 
world, obedient to the god, and search and make enquiry into the wisdom of any one, 
whether citizen or stranger, who appears to be wise; and if he is not wise, then in vindi- 
cation of the oracle I show him that he is not wise; and my occupation quite absorbs me, 
and I have no time to give either to any public matter of interest or to any concern of my 
own, but I am in utter poverty by reason of my devotion to the god. 

There is another thing:—young men of the richer classes, who have not much to do, 
come about me of their own accord; they like to hear the pretenders examined, and they 
often imitate me, and proceed to examine others; there are plenty of persons, as they 
quickly discover, who think that they know something, but really know little or nothing; 
and then those who are examined by them instead of being angry with themselves are 
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angry with me: This confounded Socrates, they say; this villainous misleader of youth!— 
and then if somebody asks them, Why, what evil does he practise or teach? they do not 
know, and cannot tell; but in order that they may not appear to be at a loss, they repeat 
the ready-made charges which are used against all philosophers about teaching things up 
in the clouds and under the earth, and having no gods, and making the worse appear the 
better cause; for they do not like to confess that their pretence of knowledge has been de- 
tected—which is the truth; and as they are numerous and ambitious and energetic, and 
are drawn up in battle array and have persuasive tongues, they have filled your ears with 
their loud and inveterate calumnies. And this is the reason why my three accusers, Mele- 
tus and Anytus and Lycon, have set upon me; Meletus, who has a quarrel with me on be- 
half of the poets; Anytus, on behalf of the craftsmen and politicians; Lycon, on behalf of 
the rhetoricians: and as I said at the beginning, I cannot expect to get rid of such a mass 
of calumny all ina moment. And this, O men of Athens, is the truth and the whole truth; 
I have concealed nothing, I have dissembled nothing. And yet, I know that my plainness 
of speech makes them hate me, and what is their hatred but a proof that I am speaking 
the truth?—Hence has arisen the prejudice against me; and this is the reason of it, as you 
will find out either in this or in any future enquiry. 

I have said enough in my defence against the first class of my accusers; I turn to the sec- 
ond class. They are headed by Meletus, that good man and true lover of his country, as he 
calls himself. Against these, too, I must try to make a defence:—Let their affidavit be read: 
it contains something of this kind: It says that Socrates is a doer of evil, who corrupts the 
youth; and who does not believe in the gods of the state, but has other new divinities of 
his own. Such is the charge; and now let us examine the particular counts. He says that I 
am a doer of evil, and corrupt the youth; but I say, O men of Athens, that Meletus is a 
doer of evil, in that he pretends to be in earnest when he is only in jest, and is so eager to 
bring men to trial from a pretended zeal and interest about matters in which he really 
never had the smallest interest. And the truth of this I will endeavour to prove to you. 

Come hither, Meletus, and let me ask a question of you. You think a great deal about 
the improvement of youth? 

Yes, I do. 

Tell the judges, then, who is their improver; for you must know, as you have taken the 
pains to discover their corrupter, and are citing and accusing me before them. Speak, then, 
and tell the judges who their improver is—Observe, Meletus, that you are silent, and have 
nothing to say. But is not this rather disgraceful, and a very considerable proof of what I 
was saying, that you have no interest in the matter? Speak up, friend, and tell us who their 
improver is. 

The laws. 

But that, my good sir, is not my meaning. I want to know who the person is, who, in 
the first place, knows the laws. 

The judges, Socrates, who are present in court. 

What, do you mean to say, Meletus, that they are able to instruct and improve youth? 

Certainly they are. 

What, all of them, or some only and not others? 

All of them. 

By the goddess Here, that is good news! There are plenty of improvers, then. And what 
do you say of the audience,—do they improve them? 

Yes, they do. 

And the senators? 

Yes, the senators improve them. 
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But perhaps the members of the assembly corrupt them?—or do they too improve 
them? 

They improve them. 

Then every Athenian improves and elevates them; all with the exception of myself; and 
I alone am their corrupter? Is that what you affirm? 

That is what I stoutly affirm. 

I am very unfortunate if you are right. But suppose I ask you a question: How about 
horses? Does one man do them harm and all the world good? Is not the exact opposite the 
truth? One man is able to do them good, or at least not many;—the trainer of horses, that 
is to say, does them good, and others who have to do with them rather injure them? Is not 
that true, Meletus, of horses, or of any other animals? Most assuredly it is; whether you 
and Anytus say yes or no. Happy indeed would be the condition of youth if they had one 
corrupter only, and all the rest of the world were their improvers. But you, Meletus, have 
sufficiently shown that you never had a thought about the young: your carelessness is seen 
in your not caring about the very things which you bring against me. 

And now, Meletus, I will ask you another question—by Zeus I will: Which is better, 
to live among bad citizens, or among good ones? Answer, friend, I say; the question is one 
which may be easily answered. Do not the good do their neighbours good, and the bad do 
them evil? 

Certainly. 

And is there any one who would rather be injured than benefited by those who live with 
him? Answer, my good friend, the law requires you to answer—does any one like to be in- 
jured? 

Certainly not. 

And when you accuse me of corrupting and deteriorating the youth, do you allege that 
I corrupt them intentionally or unintentionally? 

Intentionally, I say. 

But you have just admitted that the good do their neighbours good, and evil do them_ 
evil. Now, is that a truth which your superior wisdom has recognized thus early in life, 
and am I, at my age, in such darkness and ignorance as not to know that if a man with 
whom I have to live is corrupted by me, I am very likely to be harmed by him; and yet I 
corrupt him, and intentionally, tqo—so you say, although neither I nor any other human 
~ being is ever likely to be convinced by you. But either I do not corrupt them, or I corrupt 


them unintentionally; and on either view of the case you lie. If my offence is unintentional, , 


the law has no cognizance of unintentional offences: you ought to have taken me privately, 


and warned and admonished me; for if I had been better advised, I should have left off 


doing what I only did unintentionally—no doubt I should; but you would have nothing 
to say to me e and refused to teach me. And now you bring me up in this court, which is a 
place not of instruction, but of punishment. 

It will be very clear to you, Athenians, as I was saying, that Meletus has no care at all, 
great or small, about the matter. But still I should like to know, Meletus, in what I am af- 
firmed to corrupt the young. I suppose you mean, as I infer from your indictment, that I 
teach them not to acknowledge the gods which the state acknowledges, but some other 
new divinities or spiritual agencies in their stead. These are the lessons by which I corrupt 
the youth, as you say. 

Yes, that I say emphatically. 

Then, by the gods, Meletus, of whom we are speaking, tell me and the court, in some- 
what plainer terms, what you mean! for I do not as yet understand whether you affirm that 
I teach other men to acknowledge some gods, and therefore I do believe in gods, and am 
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not an entire atheist—this you do not lay to my charge,—but only you say that they are 
not the same gods which the city recognizes—the charge is that they are different gods. 
Or, do you mean that I am an atheist simply, and a teacher of atheism? 

I mean the Jatter—that you are a complete atheist. 

What an extraordinary statement! Why do you think so, Meletus? Do you mean that 
I do not believe in the godhead of the sun or moon, like other men? 

I assure you, judges, that he does not: for he says that the sun is stone, and the moon 
earth. F 

Friend Meletus, you think that you are accusing Anaxagoras: and you have but a bad 
opinion of the judges, if you fancy them illiterate to such a degree as not to know that 
these doctrines are found in the books of Anaxagoras the Clazomenian, which are full of 
them. And so, forsooth, the youth are said to be taught them by Socrates, when there are 
not unfrequently exhibitions of them at the theatre? (price of admission one drachma at 
the most); and they might pay their money, and laugh at Socrates if he pretends to father 
these extraordinary views. And so, Meletus, you really think that I do not believe in any 
god? 

I swear by Zeus that you believe absolutely in none at all. 

Nobody will believe you, Meletus, and I am pretty sure that you do not believe your- 
self. I cannot help thinking, men of Athens, that Meletus is reckless and impudent, and 
that he has written this indictment in a spirit of mere wantonness and youthful bravado. 
Has he not compounded a riddle, thinking to try me? He said to himself:—I shall see 
whether the wise Socrates will discover my facetious contradiction, or whether I shall be 
able to deceive him and the rest of them. For he certainly does appear to me to contradict 
himself in the indictment as much as if he said that Socrates is guilty of not believing in 
the gods, and yet of believing in them—but this is not like a person who is in earnest. 

I should like you, O men of Athens, to join me in examining what I conceive to be his 
inconsistency; and do you, Meletus, answer. And I must remind the audience of my re- 
quest that they would not make a disturbance if I speak in my accustomed manner: 

Did ever man, Meletus, believe in the existence of human things, and not of human be- 
ings? . . . I wish, men of Athens, that he would answer, and not be always trying to get 
up an interruption. Did ever any man believe in horsemanship, and not in horses? or in 
flute-playing, and not in flute-players? No, my friend; I will answer to you and to the 
court, as you refuse to answer for yourself. There is no man who ever did. But now please 
to answer the next question: Can a man believe in spiritual and divine agencies, and not 
in spirits or demigods? 

He cannot. 

How lucky I am to have extracted that answer, by the assistance of the court! But then 
you swear in the indictment that I teach and believe in divine or spiritual agencies (new 
or old, no matter for chat); at any rate, I believe in spiritual agencies,—so you say and 
swear in the affidavit; and yet if I believe in divine beings, how can I help believing in 
spirits or demigods;—must I not? To be sure I must; and therefore I may assume that your 
silence gives consent. Now what are spirits or demigods? are they not either gods or the 
sons of gods? 

Certainly they are. 

But this is what I call the facetious riddle invented by you: the demigods or spirits are 
gods, and you say first that I do not believe in gods, and then again that I do believe in 
gods; that is, if I believe in demigods. For if the demigods are the illegitimate sons of gods, 
whether by the nymphs or by any other mothers, of whom they are said to be the sons— 
what human being will ever believe that there are no gods if they are the sons of gods? 
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You might as well affirm the existence of mules, and deny that of horses and asses. Such 
nonsense, Meletus, could only have been intended by you to make trial of me. You have 
put this into the indictment because you had nothing real of which to accuse me. But no 
one who has a particle of understanding will ever be convinced by you that the same men 
can believe in divine and superhuman things, and yet not believe that there are gods and 
demigods and heroes. 

I have said enough in answer to the charge of Meletus: any elaborate defence is unnec- 
essary; but I know only too well how many are the enmities which I have incurred, and 
this is what will be my destruction if I am destroyed;—not Meletus, nor yet Anytus, but 
the envy and detraction of the world, which has been the death of many good men, and 
will probably be the death of many more; there is no danger of my being the last of them. 

Some one will say: And are you not ashamed, Socrates, of a course of life which is likely 
to bring you to an untimely end? To him I may fairly answer: There you are mistaken: a 
man who is good for anything ought not to calculate the chance of living or dying; he 
ought only to consider whether in doing anything he is doing right or wrong—acting the 
part of a good man or of a bad. Whereas, upon your view, the heroes who fell at Troy were 
not good for much, and the son of Thetis above all, who altogether despised danger in 
comparison with disgrace; and when he was so eager to slay Hector, his goddess mother 
said to him, that if he avenged his companion Patroclus, and slew Hector, he would die 
himself—‘Fate,’ she said, in these or the like words, ‘waits for you next after Hector; he, 
receiving this warning, utterly despised danger and death, and instead of fearing them, 
feared rather to live in dishonour, and not to avenge his friend. ‘Let me die forthwith,’ he 
replies, ‘and be avenged of my enemy, rather than abide here by the beaked ships, a laugh- 
ing-stock and a burden of the earth.’ Had Achilles any thought of death and danger? For 
wherever a man’s place is, whether the place which he has chosen or that in which he has 
been placed by a commander, there he ought to remain in the hour of danger; he should 
not think of death or of anything but of disgrace. And this, O men of Athens, is a true 
saying. 

Strange, indeed, would be my conduct, O men of Athens, if I who, when I was ordered 
by the generals whom you chose to command me at Potidaea and Amphipolis and Delium, 
remained where they placed me, like any other man, facing death—if now, when, as I con- 
ceive and imagine, God orders me to fulfil the philosopher's mission of searching into my- 
self and other men, I were to desert my post through fear of death, or any other fear; that 
would indeed be strange, and J] might justly be arraigned in court for denying the exis- 
tence of the gods, if I disobeyed the oracle because I was afraid of death, fancying chat I 
was wise when I was not wise. For the fear of death is indeed the pretence of wisdom, and 
not real wisdom, being a pretence of knowing the unknown; and no one knows whether 
death, which men in their fear apprehend to be the greatest evil, may not be the greatest 
good. Is not this ignorance of a disgraceful sort, the ignorance which is the conceit that 
man knows what he does not know? And in this respect only I believe myself to differ 
from men in general, and may perhaps claim to be wiser than they are:—that whereas I 
know but little of the world below, I do not suppose that I know: but I do know that in- 
justice and disobedience to a better, whether God or man, is evil and dishonourable, and 
I will never fear or avoid a possible good rather than a certain evil. And therefore if you 
let me go now, and are not convinced by Anytus, who said that since I had been prose- 
cuted I must be put to death (or if not that I ought never to have been prosecuted at all); 
and that if I escape now, your sons will all be utterly ruined by listening to my words— 
if you say to me, Socrates, this time we will not mind Anytus, and you shall be let off, but 
upon one condition, that you are not to enquire and speculate in this way any more, and 
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that if you are caught doing so again you shall die;—if this was the condition on which 


-you let me go, I should reply: Men of Athens, I honour and love you; but I shall obey God 


rather than you, and while I have life and strength I shall never cease from the practice 
and teaching of philosophy, exhorting any one whom I meet and saying to him after my 
manner: You, my friend,—a citizen of the great and mighty and wise city of Athens,— 
are you not ashamed of heaping up the greatest amount of money and honour and repu- 
tation, and caring so little about wisdom and truth and the greatest improvement of the 
soul, which you never regard or heed at all? And if the present with whom I am arguing, 
says: Yes, but I do care; then I do not leave him or let him go at once; but I proceed to in- 
terrogate and examine and cross-examine him, and if I think that he has no virtue in him, 
but only says that he has, I reproach him with undervaluing the greater, and overvaluing 
the less. And I shall repeat the same words to every one whom I meet, young and old, citi- 
zen and alien, but especially to the citizens, inasmuch as they are my brethren. For know 
that this is the command of God; and I believe that no greater good has ever happened in 
the state than my service to the God. For I do nothing but go about persuading you all, 
old and young alike, not to take thought for your persons or your properties, but first and 
chiefly to care about the greatest improvement of the soul. I tell you that virtue is not 
given by money, but that from virtue comes money and every other good of man, public 
as well as private. This is my teaching, and if this is the doctrine which corrupts the youth, 
I am a mischievous person. But if any one says that this is not my teaching, he is speak- 
ing an untruth. Wherefore, O men of Athens, I say to you, do as Anytus bids or not as 
Anytus bids, and either acquit me or not; but whichever you do, understand that I shall 
never alter my ways, not even if I have to die many times. 

Men of Athens, do not interrupt, but hear me; there was an understanding between us 
that you should hear me to the end: I have something more to say, at which you may be 
inclined to cry out; but I believe that to hear me will be good for you, and therefore I beg 
that you will not cry out. I would have you know, that if you kill such an one as I am, you 
will injure yourselves more than you will injure me. Nothing will injure me, not Meletus 
nor yet Anycus—they cannot, for a bad man is not permitted to injure a better than him- 
self. I do not deny that Anytus may, perhaps, kill him, or drive him into exile, or deprive 
him of civil rights; and he may imagine, and others may imagine, that he is inflicting a 
great injury upon him: but there I do not agree. For the evil of doing as he is doing—the 
evil of unjustly taking away the life of another—is greater far. 

And now, Athenians, I am not going to argue for my own sake, as you may think, but 
for yours, that you may not sin against the God by condemning me, who am his gift to 
you. For if you kill me you will not easily find a successor to me, who, if I may use such a 
ludicrous figure of speech, am a sort of gadfly, given to the state by God; and the state is 
a great and noble steed who is tardy in his motions owing to his very size, and requires to 
be stirred into life. Iam that gadfly which God has attached to the state, and all day long 
and in all places am always fastening upon you, arousing and persuading and reproaching 
you. You will not easily find another like me, and therefore I would advise you to spare 
me. I dare say that you may feel out of temper (like a person who is suddenly awakened 
from sleep), and you think that you might easily strike me dead as Anytus advises, and 
then you would sleep on for the remainder of your lives, unless God in his care of you sent 
you another gadfly. When I say that I am given to you by God, the proof of my mission 
is this:—if I had been like other men, I should not have neglected all my own concerns or 
patiently seen the neglect of them during all these years, and have been doing yours, com- 
ing to you individually like a father or elder brother, exhorting you to regard virtue; such 
conduct, I say, would be unlike human nature. If I had gained anything, or if my exhor- 
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tations had been paid, there would have been some sense in my doing so; but now, as you 
will perceive, not even the impudence of my accusers dares to say that I have ever exacted 
or sought pay of any one; of that they have no witness. And I have a sufficient witness to 
the truth of what I say—my poverty. 

Some one may wonder why I go about in private giving advice and busying myself with 
the concerns of others, but do not venture to come forward in public and advise the state. 
I will tell you why. You have heard me speak at sundry times and in divers places of an 
oracle or sign which comes to me, and is the divinity which Meletus ridicules in the in- 
dictment. This sign, which is a kind of voice, first began to come to me when I was a child; 
it always forbids but never commands me to do anything which I am going to do. This is 
what deters me from being a politician. And rightly, as I think. For J am certain, O men 
of Athens, that if I had engaged in politics, I should have perished long ago, and done no 
good either to you or to myself. And do not be offended at my telling you the truth: for 
the truth is, that no man who goes to war with you or any other multitude, honestly striv- 
ing against the many lawless and unrighteous deeds which are done in a state, will save 
his life; he who will fight for the right, if he would live even for a brief space, must have 
a private station and not a public one. 

I can give you convincing evidence of what I say, not words only, but what you value 
far more—actions. Let me relate to you a passage of my own life which will prove to you 
that I should never have yielded to injustice from any fear of death, and that ‘as I should 
have refused to yield’ J must have died at once. I will tell you a tale of the courts, not very 
interesting perhaps, but nevertheless true. The only office of state which I ever held, O 
men of Athens, was that of senator: the tribe Antiochis, which is my tribe, had the presi- 
dency at the trial of the generals who had not taken up the bodies of the slain after the 
battle of Arginusae; and you proposed to try them in a body, contrary to law, as you all 
thought afterwards; but at the time I was the only one of the Prytanes who was opposed 
to the illegality, and I gave my vote against you; and when the orators threatened to im- 
peach and arrest me, and you called and shouted, I made up my mind that I would run 
the risk, having law and justice with me, rather than take part in your injustice because I 
feared imprisonment and death. This happened in the days of the democracy. But when 
the oligarchy of the Thirty was in power, they sent for me and four others into the rotunda, 
and bade us bring Leon the Salaminian from Salamis, as they wanted to put him to death. 
This was a specimen of the sort of commands which they were always giving with the view 
of implicating as many as possible in their crimes; and then I showed, not in word only 
but in deed, that, if I may be allowed to use such an expression, I cared not a straw for 
death, and that my great and only care was lest I should do an unrighteous or unholy thing. 
For the strong arm of that oppressive power did not frighten me into doing wrong; and 
when we came out of the rotunda the other four went to Salamis and fetched Leon, but I 
went quietly home. For which I might have lost my life, had not the power of the Thirty 
shortly afterwards come to an end. And many will witness to my words. 

Now do you really imagine that I could have survived all these years, if I had led a pub- 
lic life, supposing that like a good man I had always maintained the right and had made 
justice, as I ought, the first thing? No indeed, men of Athens, neither I nor any other man. 
But I have been always the same in all my actions, public as well as private, and never have 
I yielded any base compliance to those who are slanderously termed my disciples, or to any 
other. Not that I have any regular disciples. But if any one likes to come and hear me while 
I am pursuing my mission, whether he be young or old, he is not excluded. Nor do I con- 
verse only with those who pay; but any one, whether he be rich or poor, may ask and an- 
swer me and listen to my words; and whether he turns out to be a bad man or a good one, 
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neither result can be justly imputed to me; for I never taught or professed to teach him 
anything. And if any one says that he has ever learned or heard anything from me in pri- 
vate which all the world has not heard, let me tell you that he is lying. 

But I shall be asked, Why do people delight in continually conversing with you? I have 
told you already, Athenians, the whole truth about this matter: they like to hear the cross- 
examination of the pretenders to wisdom; there is amusement in it. Now this duty of cross- 
examining other men has been imposed upon me by God; and has been signified to me by 
oracles, visions, and in every way in which the will of divine power was ever intimated to 
any one. This is true, O Athenians; or, if not true, would be soon refuted. If I am or have 
been corrupting the youth, those of them who are now grown up and become sensible that 
I gave them bad advice in the days of their youth should come forward as accusers, and 
take their revenge; or if they do not like to come themselves, some of their relatives, fa- 
thers, brothers, or other kinsmen, should say what evil their families have suffered at my 
hands. Now is their time. Many of them I see in the court. There is Crito, who is of the 
~ same age and of the same deme with myself, and there is Critobulus his son, whom I also 
see. Then again there is Lysanias of Sphettus, who is the father of Aeschines—he is 
present; and also there is Antiphon of Cephisus, who is the father of Epigenes; and there 
are the brothers of several who have associated with me. There is Nicostratus the son of 
Theosodotides, and the brother of Theodotus (now Theodotus himself is dead, and there- 
fore he, at any rate, will not seek to stop him); and there is Paralus the son of Demodocus, 
who had a brother Theages; and Adeimantus the son of Ariston, whose brother Plato is 
present; and Aeantodorus, who is the brother of Apollodorus, whom I also see. I might 
mention a great many others, some of whom Meletus should have produced as witnesses 
in the course of his speech; and let him still produce them, if he has forgotten—I will make 
way for him. And let him say, if he has any testimony of the sort which he can produce. 
Nay, Athenians, the very opposite is the truch. For all these are ready to witness on behalf 
of the corrupter, of the injurer of their kindred, as Meletus and Anytus call me; not the 
corrupted youth only—there might have been a motive for that—but their uncorrupted 
elder relatives. Why should they too support me with their testimony? Why, indeed, ex- 
cept for the sake of truth and justice, and because they know that I am speaking the truth, 
and that Meletus is a liar. 

Well, Athenians, this and the like of this is all the defence which I have to offer. Yet a 
word more. Perhaps there may be some one who is offended at me, when he calls to mind 
how he himself on a similar, or even a less serious occasion, prayed and entreated the judges 
with many tears, and how he produced his children in court, which was a moving specta- 
cle, together with a host of relations and friends; whereas I, who am probably in danger 
of my life, will do none of these things. The contrast may occur to his mind, and he may 
be set against me, and vote in anger because he is displeased at me on this account. Now 
if there be such a person among you,—mind, I do not say that there is,—to him I may 
fairly reply: My friend, J am a man, and like other men, a creature of flesh and blood, and 
not ‘of wood or stone,’ as Homer says; and I have a family, yes, and sons, O Athenians, 
three in number, one almost a man, and two others who are still young; and yet I will not 
bring any of them hither in order to petition you for an acquittal. And why not? Not from 
any self-assertion or want of respect for you. Whether I am or am not afraid of death is an- 
other question, of which I will not now speak. But, having regard to public opinion, I feel 
that such conduct would be discreditable to myself, and to you, and to the whole state. 
One who has reached my years, and who has a name for wisdom, ought not to demean 
himself. Whether this opinion of me be deserved or not, at any rate the world has decided 
that Socrates is in some way superior to other men. And if those among you who are said 
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to be superior in wisdom and courage, and any other virtue, demean themselves in this 
way, how shameful is their conduct! I have seen men of reputation, when they have been 
condemned, behaving in the strangest manner: they seemed to fancy that they were going 
to suffer something dreadful if they died, and that they could be immortal if you only al- 
lowed them to live; and I think that such are a dishonour to the state, and that any stranger 
coming in would have said of them that the most eminent men of Athens, to whom the 
Athenians themselves give honour and command, are no better than women. And I say 
chat these things ought not to be done by those of us who have a reputation; and if they 
are done, you ought not to permit them; you ought rather to show that you are far more 
disposed to condemn the man who gets up a doleful scene and makes the city ridiculous, 
than him who holds his peace. 

But, setting aside the question of public opinion, there seems to be something wrong 
in asking a favour of a judge, and thus procuring an acquittal, instead of informing and 
convincing him. For his duty is, not ent of justice, but to give judgment; 
and he has sworn that he will judge according to the laws, and not according to his own 
good pleasure; and we ought not to encourage you, nor should you allow yourself to be en- 
couraged, in this habit of peryury—there can be no piety in that. Do not then require me 
to do what I consider dishonourable and impious and wrong, especially now, when I am 
being tried for impiety on the indictment of Meletus. For if, O men of Athens, by force 
of persuasion and entreaty I could overpower your oaths, then I should be teaching you to 
believe that there are no gods, and in defending should simply convict myself of the charge 
of not believing in them. But that is not so—far otherwise. For I do believe that there are we 
gods, and in a sense higher than that in which any of my accusers believe in them. And... 
to you and to God I commit my cause, to be determined by you as is best for you and me. 97 ~ 
demnation. I expected it, and am only surprised chat the votes are so nearly equal; for I 
had thought that the majority against me would have been far larger; but now, had thirty 
votes gone over to the other side, I should have been acquitted. And I may say, I think, 
that I have escaped Meletus. I may say more; for without the assistance of Anytus and 
Lycon, any one may see that he would not have had a fifth part of the votes, as the law re- 
quires, in which case he would have incurred a fine of a thousand drachmae. 

And so he proposes death as the penalty. And what shall I propose on my part, O men 
of Athens? Clearly that which is my due. And what is my due? What return shall be 
made to the man who has never had the wit to be idle during his whole life; but has 
been careless of what the many care for—wealth, and family interests, and military of- 
fices, and speaking in the assembly, and magistracies, and plots, and parties. Reflecting 
that I was really too honest a man to be a politician and live, I did not go where I could 
do no good to you or to myself; but where I could do the greatest good privately to every 
one of you, thither I went, and sought to persuade every man among you that he must 
look to himself, and seek virtue and wisdom before he looks to his private interests, and 
look to the state before he looks to the interests of the state; and that this should be the 
order which he observes in all his actions. What shall be done to such an one? Doubt- 
less some good thing, O men of Athens, if he has his reward; and the good should be of 
a kind suitable to him. What would be a reward suitable to a poor man who is your 
benefactor, and who desires leisure that he may instruct you? There can be no reward so 
fitting as maintenance in the Prytaneum, O men of Athens, a reward which he deserves 
far more than the citizen who has won the prize at Olympia in the horse or chariot race, 
whether the chariots were drawn by two horses or by many. For I am in want, and he 
has enough; and he only gives you the appearance of happiness, and I give you the real- 
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ity. And if I am to estimate the penalty fairly, I should say that maintenance in the Pry- 
taneum is the just return. 

Perhaps you think that I am braving you in what I am saying now, as in what I said 
before about the tears and prayers. But this is not so. I speak rather because I am convinced 
that I never intentionally wronged any one, although I cannot convince you—the time has 
been too short; if there were a law at Athens, as there is in other cities, that a capital cause 
should not be decided in one day, then I believe that I should have convinced you. But I 
cannot in a moment refute great slanders; and, as I am convinced that I never wronged an- 
other, I will assuredly not wrong myself. I will not say of myself that I deserve any evil, 
or propose any penalty. Why should I? Because I am afraid of the penalty of death which 
Meletus proposes? When I do not know whether death is a good or an evil, why should I 
propose a penalty which would certainly be an evil? Shall I say imprisonment? And why 
should I live in prison, and be the slave of the magistrates of the year—of the Eleven? Or 
shall the penalty be a fine, and imprisonment until the fine is paid? There is the same ob- 
jection. I should have to lie in prison, for money I have none, and cannot pay. And if I say 
exile (and this may possibly be the penalty which you will affix), I must indeed be blinded 
by the love of life, if I am so irrational as to expect that when you, who are my own citi- 
zens, Cannot endure my discourses and words, and have found them so grievous and odi- 
ous that you will have no more of them, others are likely to endure me. No indeed, men 
of Athens, that is not very likely. And what a life should I lead, at my age, wandering from 
city to city, ever changing my place of exile, and always being driven out! For I am quite 
sure that wherever I go, there, as here, the young men will flock to me; and if I drive them 
away, their elders will drive me out at their request; and if I let them come, their fathers 
and friends will drive me out for their sakes. 

Some one will say: Yes, Socrates, but cannot you hold your tongue, and then you may go 
into a foreign city, and no one will interfere with you? Now I have great difficulty in mak- 
ing you understand my answer to this. For if I tell you that to do as you say would be a dis- 
obedience to the God, and therefore that I cannot hold my tongue, you will not believe that 
I am serious; and if I say again that daily to discourse about virtue, and of those other things 
about which you hear me examining myself and others, is the greatest good of man, and that 
the unexamined life is not worth living, you are still less likely to believe me. Yet I say what 
is true, although a thing of which it is hard for me to persuade you. Also, I have never been 
accustomed to think that I deserve to suffer any harm. Had I money I might have estimated 
the offence at what I was able to pay, and not have been much the worse. But I have none, 
and therefore I must ask you to proportion the fine to my means. Well, perhaps I could af- 
ford a mina, and therefore I propose that penalty: Plato, Crito, Critobulus, and Apollodorus, 
my friends here, bid me say thirty minae, and they will be the sureties. Let thirty minae be 

_____the penalty; for which sum they will be ample security to you 

Not much time will be gained, O Athenians, in return for the evil name which you 
will get from the detractors of the city, who will say that you killed Socrates, a wise man; 
for they will call me wise, even although I am not wise, when they want to reproach you. 
If you had waited a little while, your desire would have been fulfilled in the course of na- 
ture. For I am far advanced in years, as you may perceive, and not far from death. I am 
speaking now not to all of you, but only to those who have condemned me to death. And 
I have another thing to say to them: You think that I was convicted because I had no words 
of the sort which would have procured my acquittal—I mean, if I had thought fit to leave 
nothing undone or unsaid. Not so; the deficiency which led to my conviction was not of 
words—certainly not. But I had not the boldness or impudence or inclination to address 
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you as you would have liked me to do, weeping and wailing and lamenting, and saying 
and doing many things which you have been accustomed to hear from others, and which, 
as I maintain, are unworthy of me. I thought at the time that I ought not to do anything 
common or mean when in danger: nor do I now repent of the style of my defence; I would 
rather die having spoken after my manner, than speak in your manner and live. For nei- 
ther in war nor yet at law ought I or any man to use every way of escaping death. Often 
in battle there can be no doubt that if a man will throw away his arms, and fall on his 
knees before his pursuers, he may escape death; and in other dangers there are other ways 
of escaping death, if a man is willing to say and do anything. The difficulty, my friends, 
is not to avoid death, but to avoid unrighteousness; for that runs faster than death. I am 
old and move slowly, and the slower. runner has overtaken me, and my accusers are keen 
and quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteousness, has overtaken them. And now I 
depart hence condemned by you to suffer the penalty of death,—they too go their ways 
condemned by the truth to suffer the penalty of villainy and wrong; and I must abide by 
my award—let them abide by theirs. I suppose that these things may be regarded as 
fated,—and I think that they are well. 

And now, O men who have condemned me, I would fain prophesy to you; for I am about 
to die, and in the hour of death men are gifted with prophetic power. And I prophesy to 
you who are my murderers, that immediately after my departure punishment far heavier 
than you have inflicted on me will surely await you. Me you have killed because you 
wanted to escape the accuser, and not to give an account of your lives. But that will not 
be as you suppose: far otherwise. For I say that there will be more accusers of you than 
there are now; accusers whom hitherto I have restrained: and as they are younger they will 
be more inconsiderate with you, and you will be more offended at them. If you think that 
by killing men you can prevent some one from censuring your evil lives, you are mistaken; 
that is not a way of escape which is either possible or honourable; the easiest and the no- 
blest way is not to be disabling others, but to be improving yourselves. This is the 
prophecy which I utter before my departure to the judges who have condemned me. 

Friends, who would have acquitted me, I would like also to talk with you about the 
thing which has come to pass, while the magistrates are busy, and before I go to the place 
at which I must die. Stay then a little, for we may as well talk with one another while 
there is time. You are my friends, and I should like to show you the meaning of this event 
which has happened to me. O my judges—for you I may truly call judges—I should like 
to tell you of a wonderful circumstance. Hitherto the divine faculty of which the internal 
oracle is the source has constantly been in the habit of opposing me even about trifles, if 
I was going to make a slip or error in any matter; and now as you see there has come upon 
me that which may be thought, and is generally believed to be, the last and worst evil. 
But the oracle made no sign of opposition, either when I was leaving my house in the 
morning, or when I was on my way to the court, or while I was speaking, at anything 
which I was going to say; and yet I have often been stopped in the middle of a speech, but 
now in nothing I either said or did touching the matter in hand has the oracle opposed 
me. What do I take to be the explanation of this silence? I will tell you. It is an intima- 
tion that what has happened to me is a good, and that those of us who think that death is 
an evil are in error. For the customary sign would surely have opposed me had I been going 
to evil and not to good. 

Let us reflect in another way, and we shall see that there is great reason to hope that 
death is a good; for one of two things—either death is a state of nothingness and utter un- 
consciousness, or, as men say, there is a change and migration of the soul from this world 
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to another. Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, but a sleep like the sleep of 
him who is undisturbed even by dreams, death will be an unspeakable gain. For if a per- 
son were to select the night in which his sleep was undisturbed even by dreams, and were 
to compare with this the other days and nights of his life, and then were to tell us how 
many days and nights he had passed in the course of his life better and more pleasantly 
than this one, I think that any man, I will not say a private man, but even the great king 
will not find many such days or nights, when compared with the others. Now if death be 
of such a nature, I say that to die is gain; for eternity is then only a single night. But if 
death is the journey to another place, and there, as men say, all the dead abide, what good, 
O my friends and judges, can be greater than this? If indeed when the pilgrim arrives in 
the world below, he is delivered from the professors of justice in this world, and finds the 
true judges who are said to give judgment there, Minos and Rhadamanthus and Aeacus 
and Triptolemus, and other sons of God who were righteous in their own life, that pil- 
grimage will be worth making. What would not a man give if he might converse with 
Orpheus and Musaeus and Hesiod and Homer? Nay, if this be true, let me die again and 
again. I myself, too, shall have a wonderful interest in there meeting and conversing with 
Palamedes, and Ajax the son of Telamon, and any other ancient hero who has suffered 
death through an unjust judgment; and there will be no small pleasure, as I think, in com- 
paring my own sufferings with theirs. Above all, I shall then be able to continue my search 
into true and false knowledge; as in this world, so also in the next; and I shall find out who 
is wise, and who pretends to be wise, and is not. What would not a man give, O judges, 
to be able to examine the leader of the great Trojan expedition; or Odysseus or Sisyphus, 
or numberless others, men and women too! What infinite delight would there be in con- 
versing with them and asking them questions! In another world they do not put a man to 
death for asking questions: assuredly not. For besides being happier than we are, they will 
be immortal, if what is said is true. 

Wherefore, O judges, be of good cheer about death, and know of a certainty, that no 
evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death. He and his are not neglected 
by the gods; nor has my own approaching end happened by mere chance. But I see clearly 
that the time had arrived when it was better for me to die and be released from trouble; 
wherefore the oracle gave no sign. For which reason, also, I am not angry with my con- 
demners, or with my accusers; they have done me no harm, although they did not mean 
to do me any good; and for this I may gently blame them. 

Still I have a favour to ask of them. When my sons are grown up, I would ask you, O 
my friends, to punish them; and I would have you trouble them, as I have troubled you, 
if they seem to care about riches, or anything, more than about virtue; or if they pretend 
to be something when they are really nothing,—then reprove them, as I have reproved 
you, for not caring about that for which they ought to care, and thinking that they are 
something when they are really nothing. And if you do this, both I and my sons will have 
received justice at your hands. 

The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways—I to die, and you to live. Which 
is better God only knows. 


Notes 


1. Or, Iam certain that I am right in taking this course. 
2. Probably in allusion to Aristophanes, who caricatured, and to Euripides, who borrowed the no- 
tions of Anaxagoras, as well as to other dramatic poets. 
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Crito 


PERSONS OF. THE DIAROGUE 
SOCRATES CRITO 
SCENE:—The Prison of Socrates 


Socrates. WHY have you come at this hour, Crito? it must be quite early? 

Crito. Yes, certainly. 

Soc. What is the exact time? 

Cr. The dawn is breaking. 

Soc. I wonder that the keeper of the prison would let you in. 

Cr, He knows me, because I often come, Socrates; moreover, I have done him a kindness. 

Soc. And are you only just arrived? 

Cr. No, I came some time ago. 

Soc. Then why did you sit and say nothing, instead of at once awakening me? 

Cr. I should not have liked myself, Socrates, to be in such great trouble and unrest as you 
are—aindeed I should not: I have been watching with amazement your peaceful slum- 
bers; and for that reason I did not awake you, because I wished to minimize the pain. 
I have always thought you to be of a happy disposition; but never did I see anything 
like the easy, tranquil manner in which you bear this calamity. 

Soc. Why, Crito, when a man has reached my age he ought not to be repining at the ap- 
proach of death. 

Cr. And yet other old men find themselves in similar misfortunes, and age does not pre- 
vent them from repining. 

Soc. That is true. But you have not told me why you come at this early hour. 

Cr. I come to bring you a message which is sad and painful; not, as I believe, to yourself, 
but to all of us who are your friends, and saddest of all to me. 

Soc. What? Has the ship come from Delos, on the arrival of which I am to die? 

Cr. No, the ship has not actually arrived, but she will probably be here to-day, as persons 
who have come from Sunium tell me that they left her there; and therefore to-morrow, 
Socrates, will be the last day of your life. 

Soc. Very well, Crito; if such is the will of God, I am willing; but my belief is that there 
will be a delay of a day. 

Cr. Why do you think so? 

Soc. I will tell you. I am to die on the day after the arrival of the ship. 

Cr. Yes; that is what the authorities say. 

Soc. But I do not think that the ship will be here until to-morrow; this I infer from a vi- 
sion which I had last night, or rather only just now, when you fortunately allowed me 
to sleep. 

Cr. And what was the nature of the vision? 

Soc. There appeared to me the likeness of a woman, fair and comely, clothed in bright rai- 
ment, who called to me and said: O Socrates, 


‘The third day hence to fertile Phthia shalt thou go.’ 


Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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Cr. What a singular dream, Socrates! 

Soc. There can be no doubt about the meaning, Crito, I think. 

Cr. Yes; the meaning is only too clear. But, oh! my beloved Socrates, let me entreat you 
once more to take my advice and escape. For if you die I shall not only lose a friend who 
can never be replaced, but there is another evil: people who do not know you and me 
will believe that I might have saved you if I had been willing to give money, but that 
I did not care. Now, can there be a worse disgrace than this—that I should be thought 
to value money more than the life of a friend? For the many will not be persuaded that 
I wanted you to escape, and that you refused. 

Soc. But why, my dear Crito, should we care about the opinion of the many? Good men, 
and they are the only persons who are worth considering, will think of these things 
truly as they occurred. 

Cr. But you see, Socrates, that the opinion of the many must be regarded, for what is now 
happening shows that they can do the greatest evil to any one who has lost their good 
opinion. 

Soc. I only wish it were so, Crito; and that the many could do the greatest evil; for then 
they would also be able to do the greatest good—and what a fine thing this would be! 
But in reality they can do neither; for they cannot make a man either wise or foolish; 
and whatever they do is the result of chance. 

Cr. Well, I will not dispute with you; but please to tell me, Socrates, whether you are not 
acting out of regard to me and your other friends: are you not afraid that if you escape 
from prison we may get into trouble with the informers for having stolen you away, and 
lose either the whole or a great part of our property; or that even a worse evil may hap- 
pen to us? Now, if you fear on our account, be at ease; for in order to save you, we ought 
surely to run this, or even a greater risk; be persuaded, then, and do as I say. 

Soc. Yes, Crito, that is one fear which you mention, but by no means the only one. 

Cr. Fear not—there are persons who are willing to get you out of prison at no great cost; 
and as for the informers, they are far from being exorbitant in their demands—a little 
money will satisfy them. My means, which are certainly ample, are at your service, and 
if you have a scruple about spending all mine, here are strangers who will give you the 
use of theirs; and one of them, Simmias the Theban, has brought a large sum of money 
for this very purpose; and Cebes and many others are prepared to spend their money in 
helping you to escape. I say, therefore, do not hesitate on our account, and do not say, 
as you did in the court,’ that you will have a difficulty in knowing what to do with 
yourself anywhere else. For men will love you in other places to which you may go, and 
not in Athens only; there are friends of mine in Thessaly, if you like to go to them, who 
will value and protect you, and no Thessalian will give you any trouble. Nor can I think 
that you are at all justified, Socrates, in betraying your own life when you might be 
saved; in acting thus you are playing into the hands of your enemies, who are hurrying 
on your destruction. And further I should say that you are deserting your own children; 
for you might bring them up and educate them; instead of which you go away and leave 
them, and they will have to take their chance; and if they do not meet with the usual 
fate of orphans, there will be small thanks to you. No man should bring children into 
the world who is unwilling to persevere to the end in their nurture and education. But 
you appear to be choosing the easier part, not the better and manlier, which would have 
been more becoming in one who professes to care for virtue in all his actions, like your- 
self. And indeed, I am ashamed not only of you, but of us who are your friends, when 
I reflect that the whole business will be attributed entirely to our want of courage. The 
trial need never have come on, or might have been managed differently; and this last 
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act, or crowning folly, will seem to have occurred through our negligence and cow- 
ardice, who might have saved you, if we had been good for anything; and you might 
have saved yourself, for there was no difficulty at all. See now, Socrates, how sad and 
discreditable are the consequences, both to us and you. Make up your mind then, or 
rather have your mind already made up, for the time of deliberation is over, and there 
is only one thing to be done, which must be done this very night, and if we delay at 
all will be no longer practicable or possible; I beseech you therefore, Socrates, be per- 
suaded by me, and do as I say. 

Soc. Dear Crito, your zeal is invaluable, if a right one; but if wrong, the greater the zeal 
the greater the danger; and therefore we ought to consider whether I shall or shall not 
do as you say. For I am and always.have been one of those natures who must be guided 
by reason, whatever the reason may be which upon reflection appears to me to be the 
best; and now that this chance has befallen me, I cannot repudiate my own words: the 
principles which I have hitherto honoured and revered I still honour, and unless we can 
at once find other and better principles, I am certain not to agree with you; no, not even 
if the power of the multitude could inflict many more imprisonments, confiscations, 
deaths, frightening us like children with hobgoblin terrors.? What will be the fairest 
way of considering the question? Shall I return to your old argument about the opin- 
ions of men?—-we were saying that some of them are to be regarded, and others not. 
Now were we right in maintaining this before I was condemned? And has the argu- 
ment which was once good now proved to be talk for the sake of talking—mere child- 
ish nonsense? That is what I want to consider with your help, Crico:—whether, under 
my present circumstances, the argument appears to be in any way different or not; and 
is to be allowed by me or disallowed. That argument, which, as I believe, is maintained 
by many persons of authority, was to the effect, as I was saying, that the opinions of 
some men are to be regarded, and of other men not to be regarded. Now you, Crito, are 
not going to die to-morrow—at least, there is no human probability of this—and there- 
fore you are disinterested and not liable to be deceived by the circumstances in which 
you are placed. Tell me then, whether I am right in saying that some opinions, and the 
opinions of some men only, are to be valued, and that other opinions, and the opinions 
of other men, are not to be valued. I ask you whether I was right in maintaining this? 

Cr, Certainly. 

Soc. The good are to be regarded, and not the bad? 

Gy. eS. 

Soc. And the opinions of the wise are good, and the opinions of the unwise are evil? 

Cr—Certainly. 

Soc. And what was said about another matter? Is the pupil who devotes himself to the prac- 
tice of gymnastics supposed to attend to the praise and blame and opinion of every man, 
or of one man only—his physician or trainer, whoever he may be? 

Cr. Of one man only. 

Soc. And he ought to fear the censure and welcome the praise of that one only, and not of 
the many? 

Cr. Clearly so. 

Soc. And he ought to act and train, and eat and drink in the way which seems good to his 
single master who has understanding, rather than according to the opinion of all other 
men put together? 

r= True; 

Soc. And if he disobeys and disregards the opinion and approval of the one, and regards the 
opinion of the many who have no understanding, will he not suffer evil? 
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Cr. Certainly he will. 

Soc. And what will the evil be, whither tending and what affecting, in the disobedient per- 
son? 

Cr. Clearly, affecting the body; that is what is destroyed by the evil. 

Soc. Very good; and is not this true, Crito, of other things which we need not separately 
enumerate? In questions of just and unjust, fair and foul, good and evil, which are the 
subjects of our present consultation, ought we to follow the opinion of the many and 
to fear them; or the opinion of the one man who has understanding? ought we not to 
fear and reverence him more than all the rest of the world: and if we desert him shall 
we not destroy and injure that principle in us which may be assumed to be improved 
by justice and deteriorated by iniustice;—there is such a principle? 

Cr. Cercainly there is, Socrates. 

Soc. Take a parallel instance:—if, acting under the advice of those who have no under- 
standing, we destroy that which is improved by health and is deteriorated by disease, 
would life be worth having? And that which has been destroyed is—the body? 

Cro Yes: 

Soc. Could we live, having an evil and corrupted body? 

Cr. Certainly not. 

Soc. And will life be worth having, if that higher part of man be destroyed, which is im- 
proved by justice and depraved by injustice? Do we suppose that principle, whatever it 
may be in man, which has to do with justice and injustice, to be inferior to the body? 

Cr. Certainly not. 

Soc. More honourable than the body? 

Cr. Far more. 

Soc. Then, my friend, we must not regard what the many say of us: but what he, the one 
man who has understanding of just and unjust, will say, and what the truth will say. 
And therefore you begin in error when you advise that we should regard the opinion of 
the many about just and unjust, good and evil, honourable and dishonourable.-— Well,’ 
some one will say, ‘but the many can kill us.’ 

Cr. Yes, Socrates; that will clearly be the answer. 

Soc. And it is true: but still I find with surprise that the old argument is unshaken as ever. 
And I should like to know whether I may say the same of another proposition—that 
not life, but a good life, is to be chiefly valued? 

Cr. Yes, that also remains unshaken. 

Soc. And a good life is equivalent to a just and honourable one—that holds also? 

Cr. Yes, it does. 

Soc. From these premisses I proceed to argue the question whether I ought or ought not 
to try and escape without the consent of the Athenians: and if I am clearly right in es- 
caping, then I will make the attempt; but if not, I will abstain. The other considera- 
tions which you mention, of money and loss of character and the duty of educating one’s 
children, are, I fear, only the doctrines of the multitude, who would be as ready to 
restore people to life, if they were able, as they are to put them to death—and with 
as little reason. But now, since the argument has thus far prevailed, the only ques- 
tion which remains to be considered is, whether we shall do rightly either in escaping 
or in suffering others to aid in our escape and paying them in money and thanks, or 
whether in reality we shall not do rightly; and if the latter, then death or any other 
calamity which may ensue on my remaining here must not be allowed to enter into the 
calculation. 
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Cr. I think that you are right, Socrates; how then shall we proceed? 

Soc. Let us consider the matter together, and do you either refute me if you can, and I will 
be convinced; or else cease, my dear friend, from repeating to me that I ought to escape 
against the wishes of the Athenians: for I highly value your attempts to persuade me 
to do so, but I may not be persuaded against my own better judgment. And now please 
to consider my first position, and try how you can best answer me. 

Gr, T will. 

Soc. Are we to say that we are never intentionally to do wrong, or that in one way we ought 
and in another we ought not to do wrong, or is doing wrong always evil and dishon- 
ourable, as I was just now saying, and as has been already acknowledged by us? Are all 
our former admissions which were made within a few days to be thrown away? And 
have we, at our age, been earnestly discoursing with one another all our life long only 
to discover that we are no better than children? Or, in spite of the opinion of the many, 
and in spite of consequences whether better or worse, shall we insist on the truth of 
what was then said, that injustice is always an evil and dishonour to him who acts un- 
justly? Shall we say so or not? 

Gr. Yes. 

Soc. Then we must do no wrong? 

Cr. Certainly not. 

Soc. Nor when injured injure in return, as the many imagine; for we must injure no one 
at all? 

Cr. Clearly not. 

Soc. Again, Crito, may we do evil? 

Cr, Surely not, Socrates. 

Soc. And what of doing evil in return for evil, which is the morality of the many—is that 
just or not? 

Cr. Not just. 

Soc. For doing evil to another is the same as injuring him? 

Cr. Very true. 

Soc. Then we ought not to retaliate or render evil for evil to any one, whatever evil we may 
have suffered from him. But I would have you consider, Crito, whether you really mean 
what you are saying. For this opinion has never been held, and never will be held, by 
any considerable number of persons; and those who are agreed and those who are not 
agreed upon this point have no common ground, and can only despise one another when 
they see how widely they differ. Tell me, then, whether you agree with and assent to 
my first principle, that neither injury nor retaliation nor warding off evil by evil is ever 
right. And shall that be the premiss of our argument? Or do you decline and dissent 
from this? For so I have ever thought, and continue to think; but, if you are of another 
opinion, let me hear what you have to say. If, however, you remain of the same mind as 
formerly, I will proceed to the next step. 

Cr. You may proceed, for I have not changed my mind. 

Soc. Then I will go on co the next point, which may be put in the form of a question:— 
Ought a man to do what he admits to be right, or ought he to betray the right? 

Cr. He ought to do what he thinks right. 

Soc. But if this is true, what is the application? In leaving the prison against the will of 
the Athenians, do I wrong any? or rather do I not wrong those whom I ought least to 
wrong? Do I not desert the principles which were acknowledged by us to be just—what 
do you say? 
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Cr. I cannot tell, Socrates; for I do not know. 

Soc. Then consider the matter in this way:—Imagine that I am about to play truant (you 
may call the proceeding by any name which you like), and the laws and the govern- 
ment come and interrogate me: “Tell us, Socrates,’ they say; ‘what are you about? are 
you not going by an act of yours to overturn us—the laws, and the whole state, as far 
as in you lies? Do you imagine that a state can subsist and not be overthrown, in which 
the decisions of law have no power, but are set aside and trampled upon by individu- 
als? What will be our answer, Crito, to these and the like words? Any one, and espe- 
cially a rhetorician, will have a good deal to say on behalf of the law which requires a 
sentence to be carried out. He will argue that this law should not be set aside; and shall 
we reply, “Yes; but the state has injured us and given us unjust sentence.’ Suppose I say 
that? ms 

Cr. Very good, Socrates. ,/ ae ə S 

Soc. ‘And was that our agreement with you?’ the law would answer; ‘or were you to abide 
by the sentence of the state?’ And if I were to express my astonishment at their words, 
the law would probably add: ‘Answer, Socrates, instead of opening your eyes—you are 
in the habit of asking and answering questions. Tell us,—What complaint have you to 
make against us which justifies you in attempting to destroy us and the state? In the 
first place did we not bring you into existence? Your father married your mother by our 
aid and begat you. Say whether you have any objection to urge against those of us who 
regulate marriage?’ None, I should reply. ‘Or against those of us who after birth regu- 
late the nurture and education of children, in which you also were trained? Were not 
the laws, which have the charge of education, right in commanding your father to train 
you in music and gymnastic?’ Right, I should reply. “Well then, since you were brought 
into the world and nurtured and educated by us, can you deny in the first place that 
you are our child and slave, as your fathers were before you? And if this is true you are 
not on equal terms with us; nor can you think that you have a right to do us what we 
are doing to you. Would you have any right to strike or revile or do any other evil to 
your father or your master, if you had one, because you have been struck or reviled by 
him, or received some other evil at his hands?—you would not say this? And because 
we think right to destroy you, do you think that you have any right to destroy us in 
return, and your country as far as in you lies? Will you, O professor of true virtue, pre- 
tend that you are justified in this? Has a philosopher like you failed to discover that our 
country is more to be valued and higher and holier far than mother or father or any an- 
cestor, and more to be regarded in the eyes of the gods and of men of understanding? 
also to be soothed, and gently and reverently entreated when angry, even more than a 
father, and either to be persuaded, or if not persuaded, to be obeyed? And when we are 
punished by her, whether with imprisonment or stripes, the punishment is to be en- 
dured in silence; and if she leads us to wounds or death in battle, thither we follow as 
is right; neither may any one yield or retreat or leave his rank, but whether in battle or 
in a court of law, or in any other place, he must do what his city and his country order 
him; or he must change their view of what is just: and if he may do no violence to his 
father or mother, much less may he do violence to his country.’ What answer shall we 
make to this, Crito? Do the laws speak truly, or do they not? 

Cr. I think that they do. 

Soc. Then the laws will say, ‘Consider, Socrates, if we are speaking truly that in your pres- 
ent attempt you are going to do us an injury. For, having brought you into the world, 
and nurtured and educated you, and given you and every other citizen a share in every 
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good which we had to give, we further proclaim to any Athenian by the liberty which 
we allow him, that if he does not like us when he has become of age and has seen the 
ways of the city, and made our acquaintance, he may go where he pleases and take his 
goods with him. None of us laws will forbid him or interfere with him. Any one who 
does not like us and the city, and who wants to emigrate to a colony or to any other 
city, may go where he likes, retaining his property. But he who has experience of the 
manner in which we order justice and administer the state, and still remains, has en- 
tered into an implied contract that he will do as we command him. And he who dis- 
obeys us is, as we maintain, thrice wrong; first, because in disobeying us he is disobey- 
ing his parents; secondly, because we are the authors of his education; thirdly, because 
he has made an agreement with us chat he will duly obey our commands; and he nei- 
ther obeys them nor convinces us that our commands are unjust; and we do not rudely 
impose them, but give him the alternative of obeying or convincing us;—that is what 
we offer, and he does neither. 

“These are the sort of accusations to which, as we were saying, you, Socrates, will be 
exposed if you accomplish your intentions; you, above all other Athenians.’ Suppose 
now I ask, why I rather than anybody else? they will justly retort upon me that I above 
all other men have acknowledged the agreement. “There is clear proof,’ they will say, 
‘Socrates, that we and the city were not displeasing to you. Of all Athenians you have 
been the most constant resident in the city, which, as you never leave, you may be sup- 
posed to love. For you never went out of the city either to see the games, except once 
when you went to the Isthmus, or to any other place unless when you were on military 
service; nor did you travel as other men do. Nor had you any curiosity to know other 
states or their laws: your affections did not go beyond us and our state; we were your 
special favourites, and you acquiesced in our government of you; and here in this city 
you begat your children, which is a proof of your satisfaction. Moreover, you might in 
the course of the trial, if you had liked, have fixed the penalty at banishment; the state 
which refuses to let you go now would have let you go then. But you pretended that 
you preferred death to exile, and that you were not unwilling to die. And now you have 
forgotten these fine sentiments, and pay no respect to us the laws, of whom you are the 
destroyer; and are doing what only a miserable slave would do, running away and turn- 
ing your back upon the compacts and agreements which you made as a citizen. And 
first of all answer this very question: Are we right in saying that you agreed to be gov- 
erned according to us in deed, and not in word only? Is that true or not?’ How shall we 
answer, Crito? Must we not assent? 

Cr. We cannot help it, Socrates. 

Soc. Then will they not say: ‘You, Socrates, are breaking the covenants and agreements 
which you made with us at your leisure, not in any haste or under any compulsion or 
deception, but after you have had seventy years to think of them, during which time 
you were at liberty to leave the city, if we were not to your mind, or if our covenants 
appeared to you to be unfair. You had your choice, and might have gone either to 
Lacedaemon or Crete, both which states are often praised by you for their good gov- 
ernment, or to some other Hellenic or foreign state. Whereas you, above all other Athe- 
nians, seemed to be so fond of the state, or, in other words, of us her laws (and who 
would care about a state which has no laws?), that you never stirred out of her; the halt, 
the blind, the maimed were not more stationary in her than you were. And now you 
run away and forsake your agreements. Not so, Socrates, if you will take our advice; do 
not make yourself ridiculous by escaping out of the city. 
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‘For just consider, if you transgress and err in this sort of way, what good will you 
do either to yourself or to your friends? That your friends will be driven into exile 
and deprived of citizenship, or will lose their property, is tolerably certain; and you 
yourself, if you fly to one of the neighbouring cities, as, for example, Thebes or 
Megara, both of which are well governed, will come to them as an enemy, Socrates, 
and their government will be against you, and all patriotic citizens will cast an evil 
eye upon you as a subverter of the laws, and you will confirm in the minds of the 
judges the justice of their own condemnation of you. For he who is a corrupter of the 
laws is more than likely to be a corrupter of the young and foolish portion of 
mankind. Will you then flee from well-ordered cities and virtuous men? and is exis- 
tence worth having on these terms? Or will you go to them without shame, and talk 
to them, Socrates? And what will you say to them? What you say here about virtue 
and justice and institutions and laws being the best things among men? Would that 
be decent of you? Surely not. But if you go away from well-governed states to Crito’s 
friends in Thessaly, where there is great disorder and licence, they will be charmed to 
hear the tale of your escape from prison, set off with ludicrous particulars of the man- 
ner in which you were wrapped in a goatskin or some other disguise, and metamor- 
phosed as the manner is of runaways; but will there be no one to remind you that in 
your old age you were not ashamed to violate the most sacred laws from a miserable 
desire of a little more life? Perhaps not, if you keep them in a good temper; but if 
they are out of temper you will hear many degrading things; you will live, but 
how?—as the flatterer of all men, and the servant of all men; and doing what?—eat- 
ing and drinking in Thessaly, having gone abroad in order that you may get a din- 
ner. And where will be your fine sentiments about justice and virtue? Say that you 
wish to live for the sake of your children—you want to bring them up and 
educate them—will you take them into Thessaly and deprive them of Athenian citi- 
zenship? Is this the benefit which you will confer upon them? Or are you under the 
impression that they will be better cared for and educated here if you are still alive, 
although absent from them; for your friends will take care of them? Do you fancy that 
if you are an inhabitant of Thessaly they will take care of them, and if you are an in- 
habitant of the other world that they will not take care of them? Nay; but if they 
who call themselves friends are good for anything, they will—to be sure they will. 

‘Listen, then, Socrates, to us who have brought you up. Think not of life and chil- 
dren first, and of justice afterwards, but of justice first, that you may be justified before 
the princes of the world below. For neither will you nor any that belong to you be hap- 
pier or holier or juster in this life, or happier in another, if you do as Crito bids. Now 
you depart in innocence, a sufferer and not a doer of evil; a victim, not of the laws but 
of men. But if you go forth, returning evil for evil, and injury for injury, breaking the 
covenants and agreements which you have made with us, and wronging those whom 
you ought least of all to wrong, that is to say, yourself, your friends, your country, and 
us, we shall be angry with you while you live, and our brethren, the laws in the world 
below, will receive you as an enemy; for they will know that you have done your best 
to destroy us. Listen, then, to us and not to Crito.’ 

This, dear Crito, is the voice which I seem to hear murmuring in my ears, like the 
sound of the flute in the ears of the mystic; that voice, I say, is humming in my ears, 
and prevents me from hearing any other. And I know that anything more which you 
may say will be vain. Yet speak, if you have anything to say. 

Cr. I have nothing to say, Socrates. 
Soc. Leave me then, Crito, to fulfil the will of God, and to follow whither he leads. 
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. . Wherefore, I say, let a man be of good cheer about his soul, who having cast away 
the pleasures and ornaments of the body as alien to him and working harm rather than 
good, has sought after the pleasures of knowledge; and has arrayed the soul, not in some 
foreign attire, but in her own proper jewels, temperance, and justice, and courage, and no- 
bility, and truth—in these adorned she is ready to go on her journey to the world below, 
when her hour comes. You, Simmias and Cebes, and all other men, will depart at some 
time or other. Me already, as a tragic poet would say, the voice of fate calls. Soon I must 
drink the poison; and I think that J had better repair to the bath first, in order that the 
women may not have the trouble of washing my body after I am dead. 

When he had done speaking, Crito said: And have you any commands for us, Socrates— 
anything to say about your children, or any other matter in which we can serve you? 

Nothing particular, Crito, he replied: only, as I have always told you, take care of your- 
selves; that is a service which you may be ever rendering to me and mine and to all of us, 
whether you promise to do so or not. But if you have no thought for yourselves, and care 
not to walk according to the rule which I have prescribed for you, not now for the first 
time, however much you may profess or promise at the moment, it will be of no avail. 

We will do our best, said Crito: And in what way shall we bury you? 

In any way that you like; but you must get hold of me, and take care that I do not run 
away from you. Then he turned to us, and added with a smile:—I cannot make Crito be- 
lieve that I am the same Socrates who have been talking and conducting the argument; he 
fancies that I am the other Socrates whom he will soon see, a dead body—and he asks, 
How shall he bury me? And though I have spoken many words in the endeavour to show 
that when I have drunk the poison I shall leave you and go to the joys of the blessed,— 
these words of mine, with which I was comforting you and myself, have had, as I perceive, 
no effect upon Crito. And therefore I want you to be surety for me to him now, as at the 
trial he was surety to the judges for me: but let the promise be of another sort; for he was 
surety for me to the judges chat I would remain, and you must be my surety to him that 
I shall not remain, but go away and depart; and then he will suffer less at my death, and 
not be grieved when he sees my body being burned or buried. I would not have him sor- 
row at my hard lot, or say at the burial, Thus we lay out Socrates, or, Thus we follow him 
to the grave or bury him; for false words are not only evil in themselves, but they infect 
the soul with evil. Be of good cheer then, my dear Crito, and say that you are burying my 
body only, and do with that whatever is usual, and what you think best. 

When he had spoken those words, he arose and went into a chamber to bathe; Crito 
followed him and told us to wait. So we remained behind, talking and thinking of the 
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subject of discourse, and also of the greatness of our sorrow; he was like a father of whom 
we were being bereaved, and we were about to pass the rest of our lives as orphans. When 
he had taken the bath his children were brought to him—(he had two young sons and an 
elder one); and the women of his family also came, and he talked to them and gave them 
a few directions in the presence of Crito; then he dismissed them and returned to us. 

Now the hour of sunset was near, for a good deal of time had passed while he was 
within. When he came out, he sat down with us again after his bath, but not much was 
said. Soon the jailer, who was the servant of the Eleven, entered and stood by him, say- 
ing:—To you, Socrates, whom I know to be the noblest and gentlest and best of all who 
ever came to this place, I will not impute the angry feelings of other men, who rage and 
swear at me, when, in obedience to the authorities, I bid them drink the poison—indeed, 
I am sure that you will not be angry with me; for others, as you are aware, and not I, are 
to blame. And so fare you well, and try to bear lightly what must needs be—you know 
my errand. Then bursting into tears he turned away and went out. 

Socrates looked at him and said: I return your good wishes, and will do as you bid. Then 
turning to us, he said, How charming the man is: since I have been in prison he has al- 
ways been coming to see me, and at times he would talk to me, and was as good to me as 
could be, and now see how generously he sorrows on my account. We must do as he says, 
Crito; and therefore let the cup be brought, if the poison is prepared: if not, let the atten- 
dant prepare some. 

Yet, said Crito, the sun is still upon the hill-tops, and I know that many a one has taken 
the draught late, and after the announcement has been made to him, he has eaten and 
drunk, and enjoyed the society of his beloved; do not hurry—there is time enough. 

Socrates said: Yes, Crito, and they of whom you speak are right in so acting, for they 
think that they will be gainers by the delay; but I am right in not following their exam- 
ple, for I do not think that I should gain anything by drinking the poison a little later; I 
should only be ridiculous in my own eyes for sparing and saving a life which is already 
forfeit. Please then to do as I say, and not to refuse me. 

Crito made a sign to the servant, who was standing by; and he went out, and having 
been absent for some time, returned with the jailer carrying the cup of poison. Socrates 
said: You, my good friend, who are experienced in these matters, shall give me directions 
how I am to proceed. The man answered: You have only to walk about until your legs are 
heavy, and then co lie down, and the poison will act. At the same time he handed the cup 
to Socrates, who in the easiest and gentlest manner, without the least fear or change of 
colour or feature, looking at the man with all his eyes, Echecrates, as his manner was, took 
the cup and said: What do you say about making a libation out of this cup to any god? 
May I, or not? The man answered: We only prepare, Socrates, just so much as we deem 
enough. I understand, he said: but I may and must ask the gods to prosper my journey 
from this to the other world—even so—and so be it according to my prayer. Then raising 
the cup to his lips, quite readily and cheerfully he drank off the poison. And hitherto most 
of us had been able to control our sorrow; but now when we saw him drinking, and saw 
too that he had finished the draught, we could no longer forbear, and in spite of myself 
my own tears were flowing fast; so that I covered my face and wept, not for him, but at 
the thought of my own calamity in having to part from such a friend. Nor was I the first; 
for Crito, when he found himself unable to restrain his tears, had got up, and I followed; 
and at that moment, Apollodorus, who had been weeping all the time, broke out in a loud 
and passionate cry which made cowards of us all. Socrates alone retained his calmness: 
What is this strange outcry? he said. I sent away the women mainly in order that they 
might not misbehave in this way, for I have been told that a man should die in peace. Be 
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quiet then, and have patience. When we heard his words we were ashamed, and refrained 
our tears; and he walked about until, as he said, his legs began to fail, and then he lay on 
his back, according to the directions, and the man who gave him the poison now and then 
looked at his feet and legs; and after a while he pressed his foot hard, and asked him if he 
could feel; and he said, No; and then his leg, and so upwards and upwards, and showed us 
that he was cold and stiff. And he felt them himself, and said: When the poison reaches 
the heart, that will be the end. He was beginning to grow cold about the groin, when he 
uncovered his face, for he had covered himself up, and said—they were his last words— 
he said: Crito, I owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remember to pay the debt? The debt 
shall be paid, said Crito; is there anything else? There was no answer to this question; but 
in a minute or two a movement was heard, and the attendants uncovered him; his eyes 
were set, and Crito closed his eyes and mouth. 

Such was the end, Echecrates, of our friend; concerning whom I may truly say, that of 
all the men of his time whom I have known, he was the wisest and justest and best. 
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BOOK I 


PERSONS OF ETE DIALOGUE 


SOCRATES, who is the narrator CEPRIALOS 
GLAUCON THRASYMACHUS 
ADEIMANTUS CLEITOPHON 
POLEMARCHUS 


And others who are mute auditors 


THE SCENE #5 laid in the house of Cephalus at the Piraeus; and the whole dialogue is narrated 
by Socrates the day after it actually took place to Timaeus, Hermocrates, Critias, and a nameless 
person, who are introduced in the Timaeus. 


I went down yesterday to the Piraeus with Glaucon the son of Ariston, that I might offer 
up my prayers to the goddess;' and also because I wanted to see in what manner they would 
celebrate the festival, which was a new thing. I was delighted with the procession of the 
inhabitants; but that of the Thracians was equally, if not more, beautiful. When we had 
finished our prayers and viewed the spectacle, we turned in the direction of the city; and 
at that instant Polemarchus the son of Cephalus chanced to catch sight of us from a dis- 
tance as we were starting on our way home, and told his servant to run and bid us wait for 
him. The servant took hold of me by the cloak behind, and said: Polemarchus desires you 
to wait. 
I curned round, and asked him where his master was. 


Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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There he is, said the youth, coming after you, if you will only wait. 

I turned round, and asked him where his master was. 

There he is, said the youth, coming after you, if you will only wait. 

Certainly we will, said Glaucon; and in a few minutes Polemarchus appeared, and with 
him Adeimantus, Glaucon’s brother, Niceratus the son of Nicias, and several others who 
had been at the procession. 

Polemarchus said to me: I perceive, Socrates, that you and your companion are already 
on your way to the city. 

You are not far wrong, I said. 

But do you see, he rejoined, how many we are? 

Of course. 

And are you stronger than all these? for if not, you will have to remain where you are. 

May there not be the alternative, I said, that we may persuade you to let us go? 

But can you persuade us, if we refuse to listen to you? he said. 

Certainly not, replied Glaucon. 

Then we are not going to listen; of that you may be assured. 

Adeimantus added: Has no one told you of the torch-race on horseback in honour of 
the goddess which will take place in the evening? 

With horses! I replied: That is a novelty. Will horsemen carry torches and pass them 
one to another during the race? 

Yes, said Polemarchus, and not only so, but a festival will be celebrated at night, which 
you certainly ought to see. Let us rise soon after supper and see this festival; there will be 
a gathering of young men, and we will have a good talk. Stay then, and do not be per- 
verse. 

Glaucon said: I suppose, since you insist, that we must. 

Very good, I replied. 

Accordingly we went with Polemarchus to his house; and there we found his brothers 
Lysias and Euthydemus, and with them Thrasymachus the Chalcedonian, Charmantides 
the Paeanian, and Cleitophon the son of Aristonymus. There too was Cephalus the father 
of Polemarchus, whom I had not seen for a long time, and I thought him very much aged. 
He was seated on a cushioned chair, and had a garland on his head, for he had been sacri- 
ficing in the court; and there were some other chairs in the room arranged in a semicircle, 
upon which we sat down by him. He saluted me eagerly, and then he said:— 

You don’t come to see me, Socrates, as often as you ought: If I were still able to go and 
see you I would not ask you to come to me. But at my age I can hardly get to the city, and 
therefore you should come oftener to the Piraeus. For let me tell you, chat the more the 
pleasures of the body fade away, the greater to me is the pleasure and charm of conversa- 
tion. Do not then deny my request, but make our house your resort and keep company 
with these young men; we are old friends, and you will be quite at home with us. 

I replied: There is nothing which for my part I like better, Cephalus, than conversing 
with aged men; for I regard them as travelers who have gone a journey which I too may 
have to go, and of whom I ought to enquire, whether the way is smooth and easy, or rugged 
and difficult. And this is a question which I should like to ask of you who have arrived at 
that time which the poets call the ‘threshold of old age’—Is life harder towards the end, 
or what report do you give of it? 

I will tell you, Socrates, he said, what my own feeling is. Men of m my age flock together, 
we are birds of a feather, as the old proverb says; and at our ir meetings the tale of my ac- 
quaintance commonly is—I cannot eat, I cannot drink; the- pleasures of youth and love are 
fled away: there was a good time once, but now that is gone, and life is no longer life life. Some 
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complain of the slights which are put upon them by relations, and they will tell you sadly 
of how many evils their old age is the cause. But to me, Socrates, these complainers seem 
to blame that which is not really in fault. For if old age were the cause, I too being old, 
and every other old man, would have felt as they do. But this is not my own experience, 
nor that of others whom I have known. How well I remember the aged poet Sophocles, 
when in answer to the question, How does love suit with age, Sophocles, —are you still 
the man you were? Peace, he replied; most gladly have I escaped the thing of which you 
speak; I feel as if I had escaped from a mad and furious master. His words have often oc- 
curred to my mind since, and they seem as good to me now as at the time when he ut- 
tered them. For certainly old age has a great sense of calm and freedom; when the passions 
relax their hold, then, as Sophocles says, we are freed from the grasp not of one mad mas- 
ter only, but of many. The truth is, Socrates, that these regrets, and also the complaints 
about relations, are to be attributed to the same cause, which is not old age, but men’s 
characters and tempers; for he who is of a calm and happy nature will hardly feel the 
pressure of age, but to him who is of an opposite disposition youth and age are equally a 
burden. 

I listened in admiration, and wanting to draw him out, that he might go on—Yes, 
Cephalus, I said; but I rather suspect that people in general are not convinced by you when 
you speak thus; they think that old age sits lightly upon you, not because of your happy 
disposition, but because you are rich, and wealth is well known to be a great comforter. 

You are right, he replied; they are not convinced: and there is something in what they 
say; not, however, so much as they imagine. I might answer them as Themistocles an- 
swered the Seriphian who was abusing him and saying that he was famous, not for his own 
merits but because he was an Athenian: ‘If you had been a native of my country or I of 
yours, neither of us would have been famous.’ And to those who are not rich and are im- 
patient of old age, the same reply may be made; for to the good poor man old age cannot 
be a light burden, nor can a bad rich man ever have peace with himself. 

Se eat er yoi ee or e rain) see or acquired 
by you? 

Acquired! Socrates; do you want to know how much I acquired? In the art of making 
money I have been midway between my father and grandfather: for my grandfather, whose 
name I bear, doubled and trebled the value of his patrimony, that which he inherited being 
much what I possess now; but my father Lysanias reduced the property below what it is 
at present: and I shall be satisfied if I leave to these my sons not less but a little more than 
redere: 

That was why I asked you the question, I replied, because I see that you are indifferent 
about money, which is a characteristic rather of those who have inherited their fortunes 
than of those who have acquired them; the makers of fortunes have a second love of money 
as a creation of their own, resembling the affection of authors for their own poems, or of 
parents for their children, besides that natural love of it for the sake of use and profit which 
is common to them and all men. And hence they are very bad company, for they can talk 
about nothing but the praises of wealth. 

That is true, he said. 

Yes, that is very true, but may I ask another question?—What do you consider to be 
the greatest blessing which you have reaped from your wealth? 

One, he said, of which I could not expect easily to convince others. For let me tell you, 
Socrates, that when a man thinks himself to be near death, fears and cares enter into his 
„mind which he never had before; the tales of a world below and the punishment which is 
exacted there of deeds done here were once a laughing matter to him, but now he is tor- 
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mented with the thought that they may be true: either from the weakness of age, or be- 
cause he is now drawing nearer to that other place, he has a clearer view of these things; 
suspicions and alarms crowd thickly upon him, and he begins to reflect and consider what 
wrongs he has done to others. And when he finds that the sum of his transgressions is great 
he will many a time like a child start up in his sleep for fear, and he is filled with dark 
forebodings. But to him who is conscious of no sin, sweet hope, as Pindar charmingly says, 
is the kind nurse of his age: 


‘Hope, he says, ‘cherishes the soul of him who lives in justice and holiness, and is the nurse 
of his age and the companion of his journey;—hope which is mightiest to sway the restless 
soul of man.’ 


How admirable are his words! And the great blessing of riches, I do not say to every man, 
but to a good man, is, that he has had no occasion to deceive or to defraud others, either 
intentionally or unintentionally; and when he departs to the world below he is not in any 
apprehension about offerings due to the gods or debts which he owes to men. Now to this 
peace of mind the possession of wealth greatly contributes; and therefore I say, that, set- 
ting one thing against another, of the many advantages which wealth has to give, toa man 
of sense this is in my opinion the greatest. 

Well said, Cephalus, I replied; but as concerning justice, what is it?—to speak the truth 
and to pay your debts—no more than this? And even to this are there not exceptions? Sup- 
pose that a friend when in his right mind has deposited arms with me and he asks for them 
when he is not in his right mind, ought I to give them back to him? No one would say 
that I ought or that I should be right in doing so, any more than they would say that I 
ought always to speak the truth to one who is in his condition. 

You are quite right, he replied. 

But then, I said, speaking the truth and paying your debts is not a correct definition of 


(justice. 


Quite correct, Socrates, if Simonides is to be believed, said Polemarchus interposing. 

I fear, said Cephalus, that I must go now, for I have to look after the sacrifices, and I 
hand over the argument to Polemarchus and the company. 

Is not Polemarchus your heir? I said. 

To be sure, he answered, and went away laughing to the sacrifices. 

Tell me then, O thou heir of the argument, what did Simonides say, and according to 
you truly say, about justice? 

He said that the re-payment of a debt is just, and in saying so he appears to me to be 
right. 

I should be sorry to doubt the word of such a wise and inspired man, but his meaning, 
though probably clear to you, is the reverse of clear to me. For he certainly does not mean, 
as we were just now saying, that I ought to return a deposit of arms or of anything else to 
one who asks for it when he is not in his right senses; and yet a deposit cannot be denied 
to be a debt. 

True, 

Then when the person who asks me is not in his right mind I am by no means to make 
the return? 

Certainly not. 

When Simonides said that the repayment of a debt was justice, he did not mean to in- 
clude that case? 

Certainly not; for he thinks that a friend ought always to do good to a friend and never 
evil. 
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You mean that the return of a deposit of gold which is to the injury of the receiver, if 
the two parties are friends, is not the repayment of a debt,—that is what you would imag- 
ine him to say? 

Yes. 

And are enemies also to receive what we owe to them? 

To be sure, he said, they are to receive what we owe them, and an enemy, as I take it, 
owes to an enemy that which is due or proper to him—that is to say, evil. 

Simonides, then, after the manner of poets, would seem to have spoken darkly of the 


nature of justice; for he really meant to say that justice is the giving to each man what is 


proper to him, and this he termed a debt. 

That must have been his meaning,-he said. 

By heaven! I replied; and if we asked him what due or proper thing is given by medi- 
cine, and to whom, what answer do you think that he would make to us? 

He would surely reply that medicine gives drugs and meat and drink to human 
bodies. 

And what due or proper thing is given by cookery, and to what? 

Seasoning to food. 

And what is that which justice gives, and to whom? 

If, Socrates, we are to be guided at all | by the a the analogy of the preceding instances, then 
justice is the art which gives good to friends and evil to enemies. 

That is his meaning then? 

I think so. 

And who is best able to do good to his friends and evil to his enemies in time of sick- 
ness? 

The physician. 

Or when they are on a voyage, amid the perils of the sea? 

The pilot. 

And in what sort of actions or with a view to what result is the just man most able to 
do harm to his enemy and good to his friend? 

In going to war against the one and in making alliances with the other. 

But when a man is well, my dear Polemarchus, there is no need of a physician? 

No. 

And he who is not on a voyage has no need of a pilot? 

No. 

Then in time of peace justice will be of no use? 

I am very far from thinking so. 

You think that justice may be of use in peace as well as in war? 

Yes™ 

Like husbandry for the acquisition of corn? 

Yes. 

Or like shoemaking for the acquisition of shoes,—that is what you mean? 

Yes. 

And what similar use or power of acquisition has justice in time of peace? 

In contracts, Socrates, justice is of use. 

And by contracts you mean partnerships? 

Exactly. 

But is the just man or the skilful player a more useful and better partner at a game of 
draughts? 

The skilful player. 
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iw And in the laying of bricks and stones is the just man a more useful or better partner 
than the builder? 

Quite the reverse. 

Then in what sort of partnership is the just man a better partner than the harp-player, 
as in playing the harp the harp-player is certainly a better partner chan the just man? 

In a money partnership. 

Yes, Polemarchus, but surely not in the use of money; for you do not want a just man 
to be your counsellor in the purchase or sale of a horse; a man who is knowing about horses 
would be better for that, would he not? 

Certainly. 

And when you want to buy a ship, the shipwright or the pilot would be better? 

Tue: 

Then what is that joint use of silver or gold in which the just man is to be preferred? 

When you want a deposit to be kept safely. 

You mean when money is not wanted, but allowed to lie? 

Precisely. 

That is to say, justice is useful when money is useless? 

What is thednference. 


And when you want to keep a shield or a lyre, and not to use them, you would say that 
justice is useful; but when you want to use them, then the art of the soldier or of the mu- 
sician? 

Certainly. 

, And so of all the other things;—yjustice is useful when they are useless, and useless when 
they are useful? ire > 
That is the inference. 

Then justice is not good for much. But let us consider this further point: Is not he who 
can best strike a blow in a boxing match or in any kind of fighting best able to ward off 
a blow? oF 

Certainly. 

And he who is most skilful in preventing or escaping’ from a disease is best able to cre- 
ate one? 

True. 

And he is the best guard of a camp who is best able to steal a march upon the enemy? 

Certainly. 

Then he who is a good keeper of anything is also a good thief? 

That, I suppose, is to be inferred. . 

Then if the just man is good at keeping money, he is good at stealing it. 

That is implied in the argument. 

Then after all the just man has turned out to be a thief. And this is a lesson which I 
suspect you must have learnt out of Homer; for he, speaking of Autolycus, the maternal 
grandfather of Odysseus, who is a favourite of his, affirms that 


He was excellent above all men in theft and perjury. 


And so, you and Homer and Simonides are agreed that justice is an art of theft; to be prac- 
tised however ‘for the good of friends and for the harm of enemies, —that was what you 
were saying? 
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No, certainly not that, though I do not know what I did say; but I still stand by the 
latter words. 

Well, there is another question: By friends and enemies do we mean those who are so 
really, or only in seeming? 

Surely, he said, a man may be expected to love chose whom he thinks good, and to hate 
those whom he thinks evil. 

Yes, but do not persons often err about good and evil: many who are not good seem to 
be so, and conversely? rA 

That is true. Cnof¢ 

Then to them the good will be enemies and the evil will be their friends? —— , 

True. ! — 

And in that case they will be right in doing good to the evil and evil to the good? 

Clearly. 

But the good are just and would not do an injustice? 

True: 

Then according to your argument it is just to injure those who do no wrong? 

Nay, Socrates; the doctrine is immoral. 

Then I suppose that we ought to do good to the just and harm to the unjust? 

I like that better. 

But see the consequence:—Many a man who is ignorant of human nature has friends 
who are bad friends, and in that case he ought to do harm to them; and he has good ene- 
mies whom he ought to benefit; but, if so, we shall be saying the very opposite of that 
which we affirmed to be the meaning of Simonides. 

Very true, he said; and I think that we had better correct an error into which we seem 
to have fallen in the use of the words ‘friend’ and ‘enemy.’ 

What was the error, Polemarchus? I asked. 

We assumed that he is a friend who seems to be or who is thought good. 

And how is the error to be corrected? 

We should rather say that he is a friend who is, as well as seems, good; and that he who 
seems only, and is not good, only seems to be and is not a friend; and of an enemy the same 
may be said. 

You would argue that the good are our friends and the bad our enemies? 

ies. 

And instead of saying simply as we did at first, that it is just to do good to our friends 
and harm to our enemies, we should further say: It is just to do good to our friends when 
they are good and harm to our enemies when they are evil? 

Yes, that appears to me to be the truth. 

But ought the just to injure any one at all? 

Undoubtedly he ought to injure those who are both wicked and his enemies. 

When horses are injured, are they improved or deteriorated? 

The latter. 

Deteriorated, that is to say, in the good qualities of horses, not of dogs? 

Yes, of horses. 

And dogs are deteriorated in the good qualities of dogs, and not of horses? 

Of course. 

And will not men who are injured be deteriorated in that which is the proper virtue of 
man? 

Certainly. 


And that human virtue is justice? 
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To be sure. 

Then men who are injured are of necessity made unjust? 

That is the result. 

But can the musician by his art make men unmusical? 

Certainly not. 

Or the horseman by his art make them bad horsemen? 

Impossible. 

And can the just by justice make men unjust, or speaking generally, can the good by 
virtue make them bad? 

Assuredly not. 

Any more than heat can produce cold? 

It cannot. 

Or drought moisture? 

Clearly not. 

Nor can the good harm any one? 

Impossible. 

And the just is the good? 

Certainly. 

Then to injure a friend or any one else is not the act of a just man, but of the opposite, 
who is the unjust? 

I think that what you say is quite true, Socrates. 

Then if a man says that justice consists in the repayment of debts, and that good is the 
debt which a man owes to his friends, and evil the debt which he owes to his enemies,— 
to say this is not wise; for it is not true, if, as has been clearly shown, the injuring of an- 
other can be in no case just. 

I agree with you, said Polemarchus. 

Then you and I are prepared to take up arms against any one who attributes such a say- 
ing to Simonides or Bias or Pittacus, or any other wise man or seer? 

I am quite ready to do battle at your side, he said. 

Shall I tell you whose I believe the saying to be? 

Whose? 

I believe that Periander or Perdiccas or Xerxes or Ismenias the Theban, or some other 
rich and mighty man, who had a great opinion of his own power, was the first to say that 
justice is ‘doing good to your friends and harm to your enemies.’ 
ne, beides ml me a d epee ell aa me 

Yes, I said; but if this definition of justice also breaks down, what other can be offered? 

Several times in the course of the discussion Thrasymachus had made an attempt to get 
the argument into his own hands, and had been put down by the rest of the company, who 
wanted to hear the end. But when Polemarchus and I had done speaking and there was a 
pause, he could no longer hold his peace; and, gathering himself up, he came at us like a 
wild beast, seeking to devour us. We were quite panic-stricken at the sight of him. 

He roared out to the whole company: What folly, Socrates, has taken possession of you 
all? And why, sillybillies, do you knock under to one another? I say that if you want re- 
ally to know what justice is, you should not only ask but answer, and you should not seek 
honour to yourself from the refutation of an opponent, but have your own answer; for there 
is many a one who can ask and cannot answer. And now I will not have you say that jus- 
tice is duty or advantage or profit or gain or interest, for this sort of nonsense will not do 
for me; I must have clearness and accuracy. 

I was panic-stricken at his words, and could not look at him without trembling. In- 
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deed I believe that if I had not fixed my eye upon him, I should have been struck dumb: 
but when I saw his fury rising, I looked at him first, and was therefore able to reply to 
him. 

Thrasymachus, I said, with a quiver, don’t be hard upon us. Polemarchus and I may 
have been guilty of a little mistake in the argument, but I can assure you that the error 
was not intentional. If we were seeking for a piece of gold, you would not imagine that 
we were ‘knocking under to one another,’ and so losing our chance of finding it. And why, 
when we are seeking for justice, a thing more precious than many pieces of gold, do you 
say that we are weakly yielding to one another and not doing our utmost to get at the 
truth? Nay, my good friend, we are most willing and anxious to do so, but the fact is that 
we cannot. And if so, you people who know all things should pity us and not be angry 
with us. 

How characteristic of Socrates! he replied, with a bitter laugh;—that’s your ironical 
style! Did I not foresee—have I not already told you, that whatever he was asked he would 
refuse to answer, and try irony or any other shuffle, in order that he might avoid answer- 
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ing? — 
You are a pah opier lT hrasymaciuct oR and well know that if you ask a person 
what numbers make uptwélve, taking care to prohibit him whom you ask from answer- 


ing twice six, or three times four, or six times two, or four times three, ‘for this sort of 
nonsense will not do for me, —then obviously, if that is your way of putting the question, 
no one can answer you. But suppose that he were to retort, “Thrasymachus, what do you 
mean? If one of these numbers which you interdict be the true answer to the question, am 
I falsely to say some other number which is not the right one?—1is that your meaning?’— 
How would you answer him? 

Just as if the two cases were at all alike! he said. 

Why should they not be? I replied; and even if they are not, but only appear to be so 
to the person who is asked, ought he not to say what he thinks, whether you and I forbid 
him or not? 

I presume then that you are going to make one of the interdicted answers? 

I dare say that I may, notwithstanding the danger, if upon reflection I approve of any 
of them. 

But what if I give you an answer about justice other and better, he said, than any of 
these? What do you deserve to have done to you? 

Done to me!—as becomes the ignorant, I must learn from the wise—that is what I de- 
serve to have done to me. 

What, and no payment! a pleasant notion! 

I will pay when I have the money, I replied. 

But you have, Socrates, said Glaucon: and you, Thrasymachus, need be under no anxi- 
ety about money, for we will all make a contribution for Socrates. 

Yes, he replied, and then Socrates will do as he always does—refuse to answer himself, 
but take and pull to pieces the answer of some one else. 

Why, my good friend, I said, how can any one answer who knows, and says that he 
knows, just nothing; and who, even if he has some faint notions of his own, is told by a 
man of authority not to utter them? The natural thing is, that the speaker should be some 
one like yourself who professes to know and can tell what he knows. Will you then kindly 
answer, for the edification of the company and of myself? 

Glaucon and the rest of the company joined in my request and Thrasymachus, as any 
one might see, was in reality eager to speak; for he thought that he had an excellent an- 
swer, and would distinguish himself. But at first he affected to insist on my answering; at 
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length he consented to begin. Behold, he said, the wisdom of Socrates; he refuses to teach 
himself, and goes about learning of others, to whom he never even says Thank you. 

That I learn of others, I replied, is quite true; but that I am ungrateful I wholly deny. 
Money I have none, and therefore I pay in praise, which is all I have; and how ready I am 
to praise any one who appears to me to speak well you will very soon find out when you 
answer; for I expect that you will answer well. 

Listen, then, he said; I proclaim that justice is nothing else than the interest of the 
stronger. And now why do you not praise me? But of course you won’t. 

Let me understand you, I replied. Justice, as you say, is the interest of the stronger. 
What, Thrasymachus, is the meaning of this? You cannot mean to say that because Poly- 
damas, the pancratiast, is stronger than we are, and finds the eating of beef conducive to 
his bodily strength, that to eat beef is therefore equally for our good who are weaker than 
he is, and right and just for us? 

That’s abominable of you, Socrates; you take the words in the sense which is most dam- 
aging to the argument. 

Not at all, my good sir, I said; I am trying to understand them; and I wish that you 
would be a little clearer. 

Well, he said, have you never heard that forms of government differ; there are tyran- 
nies, and there are democracies, and there are aristocracies? 

Yes, I know. 

And the government is the ruling power in each state? 

Certainly. 

And the different forms of government make laws democratical, aristocratical, tyran- 
nical, with a view to their several interests; and these laws, which are made by them for 
their own interests, are the justice which they deliver to their subjects, and him who trans- 
gresses them they punish as a breaker of the law, and unjust. And that is what I mean when 
I say that in all states there is the same principle of justice, which is the interest of the 
government; and as the government must be supposed to have power, the only reasonable 
conclusion is, that everywhere there is one principle of justice, which is the interest of the 
stronger. 

Now I understand you, I said; and whether you are right or not I will try to discover. 
But let me remark, that in defining justice you have yourself used the word ‘interest’ which 
you forbade me to use. It is true, however, that in your definition the words ‘of the 
stronger’ are added. 

A small addition, you must allow, he said. 

Great or small, never mind about that: we must first enquire whether what you are say- 
ing is the truth. Now we are both agreed that justice is interest of some sort, but you go 
on to say ‘of the stronger’; about this addition I am not so sure, and must therefore con- 
sider further. 

Proceed. 

I will; and first tell me, Do you admit that it is just for subjects to obey their rulers? 

I do, 

But are the rulers of states absolutely infallible, or are they sometimes liable to err? 

To be sure, he replied, they are liable to err. 

Then in making their laws they may sometimes make them rightly, and sometimes not? 

Troe: 

When they make them rightly, they make them agreeably to their interest; when they 
are mistaken, contrary to their interest; you admit that? 

Yes. 
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And the laws which they make must be obeyed by their subjects,—and that is what 
you call justice? 

Doubtless. 

Then justice, according to your argument, is not only obedience to the interest of the 
stronger but the reverse? 

What is that you are saying? he asked. 

I am only repeating what you are saying, I believe. But let us consider: Have we not 
admitted that the rulers may be mistaken about their own interest in what they command, 
and also that to obey them is justice? Has not that been admitted? 

ives: 

Then you must also have acknowledged justice not to be for the interest of the stronger, 
when the rulers unintentionally command things to be done which are to their own in- 
jury. For if, as you say, justice is the obedience which the subject renders to their com- 
mands, in that case, O wisest of men, is there any escape from the conclusion that the 
weaker are commanded to do, not what is for the interest, but what is for the injury of the 
stronger? 

Nothing can be clearer, Socrates, said Polemarchus. 

Yes, said Cleitophon, interposing, if you are allowed to be his witness. 

But there is no need of any witness, said Polemarchus, for Thrasymachus himself ac- 
knowledges that rulers may sometimes command what is not for their own interest, and 
that for subjects to obey them is justice. 

Yes, Polemarchus,—Thrasymachus said that for subjects to do what was commanded 
by their rulers is just. 

Yes, Cleitophon, but he also said that justice is the interest of the stronger, and, while 
admitting both these propositions, he further acknowledged that the stronger may com- 
mand the weaker who are his subjects to do what is not for his own interest; whence fol- 
lows that justice is the injury quite as much as the interest of the stronger. 

But, said Cleitophon, he meant by the interest of the stronger what the stronger 
thought to be his interest, that was what the weaker had to do; and this was affirmed by 
him to be justice. 

Those were not his words, rejoined Polemarchus. 

Never mind, I replied, if he now says that they are, let us accept his statement. Tell me, 
Thrasymachus, I said, did you mean by justice what the stronger thought to be his inter- 
est, whether really so or not? 

Certainly not, he said. Do you suppose that I call him who is mistaken the stronger at 
the time when he is mistaken? 

Yes, I said, my impression was that you did so, when you admitted that the ruler was 
not infallible but might be sometimes mistaken. 

You argue like an informer, Socrates. Do you mean, for example, that he who is mis- 
taken about the sick is a physician in that he is mistaken? or that he who errs in arith- 
metic or grammar is an arithmetician or grammarian at the time when he is making the 
mistake, in respect of the mistake? True, we say that the physician or arithmetician or 
grammarian has made a mistake, but this is only a way of speaking; for the fact is that nei- 
ther the grammarian nor any other person of skill ever makes a mistake in so far as he is 
what his name implies; they none of them err unless their skill fails chem, and then they 
cease to be skilled artists. No artist or sage or ruler errs at the time when he is what his 
name implies; though he is commonly said to err, and I adopted the common mode of 
speaking. But to be perfectly accurate, since you are such a lover of accuracy, we should 
say that the ruler, in so far as he is a ruler, is unerring, and, being unerring, always com- 
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mands that which is for his own interest; and the subject is required to execute his com- 
mands; and therefore, as I said at first and now repeat, justice is the interest of the stronger. 

Indeed, Thrasymachus, and do I really appear to you to argue like an informer? 

Certainly, he replied. 

And do you suppose that I ask these questions with any design of injuring you in the 
argument? 

Nay, he replied, ‘suppose’ is not the word—I know it; but you will be found out, and 
by sheer force of argument you will never prevail. 

I shall not make the attempt, my dear man; but to avoid any misunderstanding occur- 
ring between us in future, let me ask, in what sense do you speak of a ruler or stronger 
whose interest, as you were saying, he being the superior, it is just that the inferior should 
execute—is he a ruler in the popular or in the strict sense of the term? 

In the strictest of all senses, he said. And now cheat and play the informer if you can, 
I ask no quarter at your hands. But you never will be able, never. 

And do you imagine, I said, that I am such a madman as to try and cheat Thrasy- 
machus? I might as well shave a lion. 

Why, he said, you made the attempt a minute ago, and you failed. 

Enough, I said, of chese civilities. It will be better that I should ask you a question: Is 
the physician, taken in that strict sense of which you are speaking, a healer of the sick or 
a maker of money? And remember that I am now speaking of the true physician. 

A healer of the sick, he replied. 

And the pilot—that is to say, the true pilot—is he a captain of sailors or a mere sailor? 

A captain of sailors. 

The circumstance that he sails in the ship is not to be taken into account; neither is he 
to be called a sailor; the name pilot by which he is distinguished has nothing to do with 
sailing, but is significant of his skill and of his authority over the sailors. 

Very true, he said. 

Now, I said, every art has an interest? 

Certainly. 

For which the art has to consider and provide? 

Yes, that is the aim of art. 

And the interest of any art is the perfection of it—this and nothing else? 


x _ What do you mean? 
\E \ Va I mean what I may illustrate negatively by the example of the body. Suppose you were 
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to ask me whether the body is self-sufficing or has wants, I should reply: Certainly the 
body has wants; for the body may be ill and require to be cured, and has therefore inter- 
ests to which the art of medicine ministers; and this is the origin and intention of medi- 
cine, as you will acknowledge. Am I not right? 

Quite right, he replied. 

But is the art of medicine or any other art faulty or deficient in any quality in the same 
way chat the eye may be deficient in sight or the ear fail of hearing, and therefore requires 
another art to provide for the interests of seeing and hearing—has art in itself, I say, any 
similar liability to fault or defect, and does every art require another supplementary art to 
provide for its interests, and that another and another without end? Or have the arts to look 
only after their own interests? Or have they no need either of themselves or of another?— 
having no faults or defects, they have no need to correct them, either by the exercise of their 
own art or of any other; they have only to consider the interest of their subject-matter. For 
every art remains pure and faultless while remaining true—that is to say, while perfect and 
unimpaired. Take the words in your precise sense, and tell me whether J am not right. 
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Yes, clearly. 

Then medicine does not consider the interest of medicine, but the interest of the body? 

True, he said. 

Nor does the art of horsemanship consider the interests of the art of horsemanship, but 
the interests of the horse; neither do any other arts care for themselves, for they have no 
needs; they care only for that which is the subject of their art? 

True, he said. 

But surely, Thrasymachus, the arts are the superiors and rulers of their own subjects? 

To this he assented with a good deal of reluctance. 

Then, I said, no science or art considers or enjoins the interest of the stronger or supe- 
rior, but only the interest of the subject and weaker? 

He made an attempt to contest this proposition also, but finally acquiesced. 

Then, I continued, no physician, in so far as he is a physician, considers his own good 
in what he prescribes, but the good of his patient; for the true physician is also a ruler hav- 
ing the human body as a subject, and is not a mere money-maker,; that has been admit- 
ted? 

Nes. 

And the pilot likewise, in the strict sense of the term, is a ruler of sailors and not a mere 
sailor? 

That has been admitted. 

And such a pilot and ruler will provide and prescribe for the interest of the sailor who 
is under him, and not for his own or the ruler’s interest? 

iieJeave a reluctant. ‘Yes.’ 

Then, I said, Thrasymachus, there is no one in any rule who, in so far as he is a ruler, 
considers or enjoins what is for his own interest, but always what is for the interest of his 
subject or suitable to his art; to that he looks, and that alone he considers in everything 
which he says and does. 

When we had got to this point in the argument, and every one saw that the definition _ 
Qf justice had been completely upset, Thrasymachus, instead of replying to me, said: Tell 
me, Socrates, have you got a nurse? 

Why do you ask such a question, I said, when you ought rather to be answering? 

Because she leaves you to snivel, and never wipes your nose: she has not even taught 
you to know the shepherd from the sheep. 

What makes you say that? I replied. 

Because you fancy that the shepherd or neatherd fattens or tends the sheep or oxen with 
a view to their own good and not to the good of himself or his master; and you further 
imagine that the rulers of states, if they are true rulers, never think of their subjects as 
sheep, and that they are not studying their own advantage day and night. Oh, no; and so 
entirely astray are you in your ideas about the just and unjust as not even to know that 
justice and the just are in reality another’s good; that is to say, the interest of the ruler and 
stronger, and the loss of the subject and servant; and injustice the opposite; for the unjust 
is lord over the truly simple and just: he is the stronger, and his subjects do what is for his 
interest, and minister to his happiness, which is very far from being their own. Consider 
further, most foolish Socrates, that the just is always a loser in comparison with the un- 
just. First of all, in| private contracts? wherever the unjust is the partner of the just you will 
find that, when the partnership is dissolved, che unjust man has always more and the just 
less. Secondly, in their dealings with the Stace: when there is an income-tax, the just man 
will pay more and the unjust less on the same amount of income; and when there is any- 


thing to be received the one gains nothing and the other much. Observe also what hap- 
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pens when they take an office; there is the just man neglecting his affairs and perhaps suf- 
fering other losses, and getting nothing out of the public, because he is just; moreover he 
is hated by his friends and acquaintance for refusing to serve them in unlawful ways. But 
all this is reversed in the case of the unjust man. I am speaking, as before, of injustice on 
a large scale in which the advantage of the unjust is more apparent; and my meaning will 
be most clearly seen if we turn to that highest form of injustice in which the criminal is 
the happiest of men, and the sufferers or those who refuse to do injustice are the most mis- 
erable—that is to say tyranny, which by fraud and force takes away the property of others, 
not little by little but wholesale; comprehending in one, things sacred as well as profane, 
private and public; for which acts of wrong, if he were detected perpetrating any one of 
them singly, he would be punished and incur great disgrace—they who do such wrong in 
particular cases are called robbers of temples, and man-stealers and burglars and swindlers 
and thieves. But when a man besides taking away the money of the citizens has made slaves 
of them, then, instead of these names of reproach, he is termed happy and blessed, not only 
by the citizens but by all who hear of his having achieved the consummation of injustice. 
For mankind censure injustice, fearing that they may be the victims of it and not because 
they shrink from committing it. And thus, as I have shown, Socrates, injustice, when on 
a sufficient scale, has more strength and freedom and mastery than justice; and, as I said 
at first, justice is the interest of the stronger, whereas injustice is a man’s own profit and 
interest. 

Thrasymachus, when he had thus spoken, having, like a bathman, deluged our ears 
with his words, had a mind to go away. But the company would not let him; they insisted 
that he should remain and defend his position; and I myself added my own humble re- 
quest that he would not leave us. Thrasymachus, | said to him, excellent man, how sug- 
gestive are your remarks! And are you going to run away before you have fairly taught or 
learned whether they are true or not? Is the attempt to determine the way of man’s life so 
small a matter in your eyes—to determine how life may be passed by each one of us to the 
greatest advantage? 

And do I differ from you, he said, as co the importance of the enquiry? 

You appear rather, I replied, to have no care or thought about us, Thrasymachus— 
whether we live better or worse from not knowing what you say you know, is to you a mat- 
ter of indifference. Prithee, friend, do not keep your knowledge to yourself; we are a large 
party; and any benefit which you confer upon us will be amply rewarded. For my own part 
I openly declare that I am not convinced, and that I do not believe injustice to be more 
gainful than justice, even if uncontrolled and allowed to have free play. For, granting that 
there may be an unjust man who is able to commit injustice either by fraud or force, still 
this does not convince me of the superior advantage of injustice, and there may be others 
who are in the same predicament with myself. Perhaps we may be wrong; if so, you in your 
wisdom should convince us that we are mistaken in preferring justice to injustice. 

And how am I to convince you, he said, if you are not already convinced by what I have 
just said; what more can I do for you? Would you have me put the proof bodily into your 
souls? 

Heaven forbid! I said; I would only ask you to be consistent; or, if you change, change 
openly and let there be no deception. For I must remark, Thrasymachus, if you will recall 
what was previously said, that although you began by defining the true physician in an 
exact sense, you did not observe a like exactness when speaking of the shepherd; you 
thought that the shepherd as a shepherd tends the sheep not with a view to their own good, 
but like a mere diner or banquetter with a view to the pleasures of the table; or, again, as 
a trader for sale in the market, and not as a shepherd. Yet surely the art of the shepherd is 
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concerned only with the good of his subjects; he has only to provide the best for them, 
since the perfection of the art is already ensured whenever all the requirements of it are 
satisfied. And that was what I was saying just now about the ruler. I conceived that the 
art of the ruler, considered as ruler, whether in a state or in private life, could only regard 
the good of his flock or subjects; whereas you seem to think that the rulers in states, that 
is to say, the true rulers, like being in authority. 

Think! Nay, J am sure of it. 

Then why in the case of lesser offices do men never take them willingly without pay- 
ment, unless under the idea that they govern for the advantage not of themselves but of 
others? Let me ask you a question: Are not the several arts different, by reason of their each 
having a separate function? And, my dear illustrious friend, do say what you think, that 
we may make a little progress. 

Yes, that is the difference, he replied. 

And each art gives us a particular good and not merely a general one—medicine, for 
example, gives us health; navigation, safety at sea, and so on? 

Yes, he said. 

And the art of payment has the special function of giving pay: but we do not confuse 
this with other arts, any more than the art of the pilot is to be confused with the art of 
medicine, because the health of the pilot may be improved by a sea voyage. You would not 
be inclined to say, would you, that navigation is the art of medicine, at least if we are to 
adopt your exact use of language? 

Certainly not. 

Or because a man is in good health when he receives pay you would not say that the 
art of payment is medicine? 

I should say not. 

Nor would you say that medicine is the art of receiving pay because a man takes fees 
when he is engaged in healing? 

Certainly not. 

And we have admitted, I said, that the good of each art is specially confined to the art? 

Yes. 

Then, if there be any good which all artists have in common, that is to be attributed 
to something of which they all have the common use? 

True, he replied. 

And when the artist is benefited by receiving pay the advantage is gained by an addi- 
tional use of the art of pay, which is not the art professed by him? 

He gave a reluctant assent to this. 

Then the pay is not derived by the several artists from their respective arts. But the 
truth is, that while the art of medicine gives health, and the art of the builder builds a 
house, another art attends them which is the art of pay. The various arts may be doing 
their own business and benefiting that over which they preside, but would the artist re- 
ceive any benefit from his art unless he were paid as well? 

I suppose not. 

But does he therefore confer no benefit when he works for nothing? 

Certainly, he confers a benefit. 

Then now, Thrasymachus, there is no longer any doubt that neither arts nor govern- 
ments provide for their own interests; but, as we were before saying, they rule and provide 
for the interests of their subjects who are the weaker and not the stronger—to their good 
they attend and not to the good of the superior. And this is the reason, my dear Thrasy- 
machus, why, as I was just now saying, no one is willing to govern; because no one likes 
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to take in hand the reformation of evils which are not his concern without remuneration. 
For, in the execution of his work, and in giving his orders to another, the true artist does 
not regard his own interest, but always that of his subjects; and therefore in order that 
rulers may be willing to rule, they must be paid in one of three modes of payment, money, 
or honour, or a penalty for refusing. 

What do you mean, Socrates? said Glaucon. The first two modes of payment are intel- 
ligible enough, but what the penalty is I do not understand, or how a penalty can be a 
payment. 

You mean that you do not understand the nature of this payment which to the best men 
is the great inducement to rule? Of course you know that ambition and avarice are held 
to be, as indeed they are, a disgrace? 

Very true. 

And for this reason, I said, money and honour have no attraction for them; good men do 
not wish to be openly demanding payment for governing and so to get the name of 
hirelings, nor by secretly helping themselves out of the public revenues to get the name of 
thieves. And not being ambitious they do not care about honour. Wherefore necessity must 
be laid upon them, and they must be induced to serve from the fear of punishment. And 
this, as I imagine, is the reason why the forwardness to take office, instead of waiting to be 
compelled, has been deemed dishonourable. Now the worst part of the punishment is that 
he who refuses to rule is liable to be ruled by one who is worse than himself. And the fear 
of this, as I conceive, induces the good to take office, not because they would, but because 
they cannot help—not under the idea that they are going to have any benefit or enjoyment 
themselves, but as a necessity, and because they are not able to commit the task of ruling 
to any one who is better than themselves, or indeed as good. For there is reason to think 
that if a city were composed entirely of good men, then to avoid office would be as much 
an object of contention as to obtain office is at present; then we should have plain proof that 
the true ruler is not meant by nature to regard his own interest, but that of his subjects; 
and every one who knew this would choose rather to receive a benefit from another than to 
have the trouble of conferring one. So far am I from agreeing with Thrasymachus that jus- 
tice is the interest of the stronger. This latter question need not be further discussed at pre- 
sent; but when Thrasymachus says that the life of the unjust is more advantageous than 
that of the just, his new statement appears to me to be of a far more serious character. 
Which of us has spoken truly? And which sort of life, Glaucon, do you prefer? 

I for my part deem the life of the just to be the more advantageous, he answered. 

Did you hear all the advantages of the unjust which Thrasymachus was rehearsing? 

Yes, I heard him, he replied, but he has not convinced me. 

Then shall we try to find some way of convincing him, if we can, that he is saying what 
is not true? 

Most certainly, he replied. 

If, I said, he makes a set speech and we make another recounting all the advantages of 
being just, and he answers and we rejoin, there must be a numbering and measuring of 
the goods which are claimed on either side, and in the end we shall want judges to decide; 
but if we proceed in our enquiry as we lately did, by making admissions to one another, 
we shall unite the offices of judge and advocate in our own persons. 

Very good, he said. 

And which method do I understand you to prefer? I said. 

That which you propose. 

Well, then, Thrasymachus, I said, suppose you begin at the beginning and answer me. 
You say that perfect injustice is more gainful than perfect justice? 
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Yes, that is what I say, and I have given you my reasons. 

And what is your view about them? Would you call one of them virtue and the other 
vice? 

Certainly. 

I suppose that you would call justice virtue and injustice vice? 

What a charming notion! So likely too, seeing that I affirm injustice to be profitable 
and justice not. 

What else then would you say? 

The opposite, he replied. 

And would you call justice vice? 

No, I would rather say sublime simplicity. 

Then would you call injustice malignity? 

No; I would rather say discretion. 

And do the unjust appear to you to be wise and good? 

Yes, he said; at any rate those of them who are able to be perfectly unjust, and who have 
the power of subduing states and nations; but perhaps you imagine me to be talking of 
cutpurses. Even this profession if undetected has advantages, though they are not to be 
compared with those of which I was just now speaking. 

I do not think that I misapprehend your meaning, Thrasymachus, I replied; but still I 
cannot hear without amazement that you class injustice with wisdom and virtue, and jus- 
tice with the opposite. 

Certainly I do so class them. 

Now, I said, you are on more substantial and almost unanswerable ground; for if the 
injustice which you were maintaining to be profitable had been admitted by you as by oth- 
ers to be vice and deformity, an answer might have been given to you on received princi- 
ples; but now I perceive that you will call injustice honourable and strong, and to the un- 
just you will attribute all the qualities which were attributed by us before to the just, 
seeing that you do not hesitate to rank injustice with wisdom and virtue. 

You have guessed most infallibly, he replied. 

Then I certainly ought not to shrink from going through with the argument so long as 
I have reason to think that you, Thrasymachus, are speaking your real mind; for I do be- 
lieve that you are now in earnest and are not amusing yourself at our expense. 

I may be in earnest or not, but what is that to you?—to refute the argument is your 
business. 

Very true, I said; that is what I have to do: But will you be so good as answer yet one 
more question? Does the just man try to gain any advantage over the just? 

Far otherwise; if he did he would not be the simple amusing creature which he is. 

And would he try to go beyond just action? 

He would not. 

And how would he regard the attempt to gain an advantage over the unjust; would that 
be considered by him as just or unjust? 

He would think it just, and would try to gain the advantage; but he would not be able. 

Whether he would or would not be able, I said, is not to the point. My question is only 
whether the just man, while refusing to have more than another just man, would wish and 
claim to have more than the unjust? 

Yes, he would. 

And what of the unjust—does he claim to have more than the just man and to do more 
than is just? 

Of course, he said, for he claims to have more than all men. 


56 PLATO 


And the unjust man will strive and struggle to obtain more than the unjust man or ac- 
tion, in order that he may have more than all? 

Trae: 

We may put the matter thus, I said—the just does not desire more than his like but 
more than his unlike, whereas the unjust desires more than both his like and his unlike? 

Nothing, he said, can be better than that statement. 

And the unjust is good and wise, and the just is neither? 

Good again, he said. 

And is not the unjust like the wise and good and the just unlike them? 

Of course, he said, he who is of a certain nature, is like those who are of a certain na- 
ture; he who is not, not. 

Each of them, I said, is such as his like is? 

Certainly, he replied. 

Very good, Thrasymachus, I said; and now to take the case of the arts: you would admit 
that one man is a musician and another not a musician? 

Yes. 

And which is wise and which is foolish? 

Clearly the musician is wise, and he who is not a musician is foolish. 

And he is good in as far as he is wise, and bad in as far as he is foolish? 

Yes. 

And you would say the same sort of thing of the physician? 

Yes. 

And do you think, my excellent friend, that a musician when he adjusts the lyre would 
desire or claim to exceed or go beyond a musician in the tightening and loosening the 
strings? 

I do not think that he would. 

But he would claim to exceed the non-musician? 

Of course. 

And what would you say of the physician? In prescribing meats and drinks would he 
wish to go beyond another physician or beyond the practice of medicine? 

He would not. 

But he would wish to go beyond the non-physician? 

Ves, 

And about knowledge and ignorance in general; see whether you think that any man 
who has knowledge ever would wish to have the choice of saying or doing more than an- 
other man who has knowledge. Would he not rather say or do the same as his like in the 
same case? 

That, I suppose, can hardly be denied. 

And what of the ignorant? would he not desire to have more than either the knowing 
or the ignorant? 

I dare say. 

And the knowing is wise? 

Nes, 

And the wise is good? 

qeue. 

Then the wise and good will not desire to gain more than his like, but more than his 
unlike and opposite? 

I suppose so. 

Whereas the bad and ignorant will desire to gain more than both? 
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Mes. 

But did we not say, Thrasymachus, that the unjust goes beyond both his like and un- 
like? Were not these your words? 

They were. 

And you also said that the just will not go beyond his like but his unlike? 

Yes. 

Then the just is like the wise and good, and the unjust like the evil and ignorant? 

That is the inference. 

And each of them is such as his like is? 

That was admitted. 

Then the just has turned out to be wise and good and the unjust evil and ignorant. 

Thrasymachus made all these admissions, not fluently, as I repeat them, but with ex- 
treme reluctance; it was a hot summer's day, and the perspiration poured from him in tor- 
rents; and then I saw what I had never seen before, Thrasymachus blushing. As we were 
now agreed that justice was virtue and wisdom, and injustice vice and ignorance, I pro- 
ceeded to another point: 

Well, I said, Thrasymachus, that matter is now settled; but were we not also saying 
that injustice had strength; do you remember? 

Yes, I remember, he said, but do not suppose that I approve of what you are saying or 
have no answer; if however I were to answer, you would be quite certain to accuse me of 
haranguing; therefore either permit me to have my say out, or if you would rather ask, do 
so, and I will answer ‘Very good,’ as they say to storytelling old women, and will nod ‘Yes’ 
and ‘No.’ 

Certainly not, I said, if contrary to your real opinion. 

Yes, he said, I will, to please you, since you will not let me speak. What else would you 
have? 

Nothing in the world, I said; and if you are so disposed I will ask and you shall answer. 

Proceed. 

Then I will repeat the question which I asked before, in order that our examination of 
the relative nature of justice and and injustice may be carried on regularly. A statement 
was made that injustice is stronger and more powerful than justice, but now justice, hav- 
ing been identified with wisdom and virtue, is easily shown to be stronger than injustice, 
if injustice is ignorance; this can no longer be questioned by any one. But I want to view 
the matter, Thrasymachus, in a different way: You would not deny that a state may be un- 
just and may be unjustly attempting to enslave other states, or may have already enslaved 
them, and may be holding many of them in subjection? 

True, he replied; and I will add that the best and most perfectly unjust state will be 
most likely to do so. 

I know, I said, that such was your position; but what I would further consider is, 
whether this power which is possessed by the superior state can exist or be exercised with- 
out justice or only with justice. 

If you are right in your view, and justice is wisdom, then only with justice; but if I am 
right, then without justice. 

I am delighted, Thrasymachus, to see you not only nodding assent and dissent, but 
making answers which are quite excellent. 

That is out of civility to you, he replied. 

You are very kind, I said; and would you have the goodness also to inform me, whether 
you think that a state, or an army, or a band of robbers and thieves, or any other gang of 
evil-doers could act at all if they injured one another? 
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No indeed, he said, they could not. 

But if they abstained from injuring one another, then they might act together better? 

Yes. 

And this is because injustice creates divisions and hatreds and fighting, and justice im- 
parts harmony and friendship; is not that true, Thrasymachus? 

I agree, he said, because I do not wish to quarrel with you. 

How good of you, I said; but I should like to know also whether injustice, having this 
tendency to arouse hatred, wherever existing, among slaves or among freemen, will not 
make them hate one another and set them at variance and render them incapable of com- 
mon action? 

Certainly. 

And even if injustice be found in two only, will they not quarrel and fight, and become 
enemies to one another and to the just? 

They will. 

And suppose injustice abiding in a single person, would your wisdom say that she loses 
or that she retains her natural power? 

Let us assume that she retains her power. 

Yet is not the power which injustice exercises of such a nature that wherever she takes 
up her abode, whether in a city, in an army, in a family, or in any other body, that body is, 
to begin with, rendered incapable of united action by reason of sedition and distraction; 
and does it not become its own enemy and at variance with all that opposes it, and with 
the just? Is not this the case? 

Yes, certainly. 

And is not injustice equally fatal when existing in a single person; in the first place ren- 
dering him incapable of action because he is not at unity with himself, and in the second 
place making him an enemy to himself and the just? Is not that true, Thrasymachus? 

Yes 

And O my friend, I said, surely the gods are just? 

Granted that they are. 

But if so, the unjust will be the enemy of the gods, and the just will be their friend? 

Feast away in triumph, and take your fill of the argument; I will not oppose you, lest I 
should displease the company. 

Well then, proceed with your answers, and let me have the remainder of my repast. 
For we have already shown that the just are clearly wiser and better and abler than the 
unjust, and that the unjust are incapable of common action; nay more, that to speak as 
we did of men who are evil acting at any time vigorously together, is not strictly true, 
for if they had been perfectly evil, they would have laid hands upon one another; but it 
is evident that there must have been some remnant of justice in them, which enabled 
them to combine; if there had not been they would have injured one another as well as 
their victims; they were but half-villains in their enterprises; for had they been whole 
villains, and utterly unjust, they would have been utterly incapable of action. That, as I 
believe, is the truth of the matter, and not what you said at first. But whether the just 
have a better and happier life than the unjust is a further question which we also pro- 
posed to consider. I think that they have, and for the reasons which I have given; but 
still I should like to examine further, for no light matter is at stake, nothing less than 
the rule of human life. 

Proceed. 

I will proceed by asking a question: Would you not say that a horse has some end? 

I should. 
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And the end or use of a horse or of anything would be that which could not be accom- 
plished, or not so well accomplished, by any other thing? 

I do not understand, he said. 

Let me explain: Can you see, except with the eye? 

Certainly not. 

Or hear, except with the ear? 

No. 

These then may be truly said to be the ends of these organs? 

They may. 

But you can cut off a vine-branch with a dagger or with a chisel, and in many other 
ways? 

Of course. 

And yet not so well as with a pruning-hook made for the purpose? 

ditue. 

May we not say that this is the end of a pruning-hook? 

We may. 

Then now I think you will have no difficulty in understanding my meaning when I 
asked the question whether the end of anything would be that which could not be ac- 
complished, or not so well accomplished, by any other thing? 

I understand your meaning, he said, and assent. 

And that to which an end is appointed has also an excellence? Need I ask again whether 
the eye has an end? 

It has. 

And has not the eye an excellence? 

Yes. 

And the ear has an end and an excellence also? 

True. 

And the same is true of all other things; they have each of them an end and a special 
excellence? 

That is so. 

Well, and can the eyes fulfil their end if they are wanting in their own proper excel- 
lence and have a defect instead? 

How can they, he said, if they are blind and cannot see? 

You mean to say, if they have lost their proper excellence, which is sight; but I have not 
arrived at that point yet. I would rather ask the question more generally, and only enquire 
whether the things which fulfil their ends fulfil them by their own proper excellence, and 
fail of fulfilling them by their own defect? 

Certainly, he replied. 

I might say the same of the ears; when deprived of their own proper excellence they 
cannot fulfil their end? 

Trie: 

And the same observation will apply to all other things? 

I agree. 

Well; and has not the soul an end which nothing else can fulfil? for example, to super- 
intend and command and deliberate and the like. Are not these functions proper to the 
soul, and can they rightly be assigned to any other? 

To no other. 

And is not life to be reckoned among the ends of the soul? 

Assuredly, he said. 
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And has not the soul an excellence also? 

Yes. 

And can she or can she not fulfil her own ends when deprived of that excellence? 

She cannot. 

Then an evil soul must necessarily be an evil ruler and superintendent, and the good 
soul a good ruler? 

Yes, necessarily. 

And we have admitted that justice is the excellence of the soul, and injustice the de- 
fect of the soul? 

That has been admitted. 

Then the just soul and the just man will live well, and the unjust man will live ill? 

That is what your argument proves. 

And he who lives well is blessed and happy, and he who lives ill the reverse of happy? 

Certainly. 

Then the just is happy, and the unjust miserable? 

So be it. 

But happiness and not misery is profitable. 

Of course. 

Then, my blessed Thrasymachus, injustice can never be more profitable than justice. 

Let this, Socrates, he said, be your entertainment at the Bendidea. 

For which I am indebted to you, I said, now that you have grown gentle towards me 
and have left off scolding. Nevertheless, I have not been well entertained; but that was my 
own fault and not yours. As an epicure snatches a taste of every dish which is successively 
brought to table, he not having allowed himself time to enjoy the one before, so have I 
gone from one subject to another without having discovered what I sought at first, the na- 
ture of justice. I left that enquiry and turned away to consider whether justice is virtue 
and wisdom or evil and folly; and when there arose a further question about the compara- 
tive advantages of justice and injustice, I could not refrain from passing on to that. And 
the result of the whole discussion has been that I know nothing at all. For I know not what 
justice is, and therefore I am not likely to know whether it is or is not a virtue, nor can I 
say whether the just man is happy or unhappy. 
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With these words I was thinking that I had made an end of the discussion; but the end, 
in truth, proved to be only a beginning. For Glaucon, who is always the most pugnacious 
of men, was dissatisfied at Thrasymachus’ retirement; he wanted to have the battle out. So 
he said to me: Socrates, do you wish really to persuade us, or only to seem to have per- 
suaded us, that to be just is always better than to be unjust? 

I should wish really to persuade you, I replied, if I could. 

Then you certainly have not succeeded. Let me ask you now:—How would you arrange 
goods—are there not some which we welcome for their own sakes, and independently of 
their consequences, as, for example, harmless pleasures and enjoyments, which delight us 
at the time, although nothing follows from them? 

I agree in thinking that there is such a class, I replied. 

Is there not also a second class of goods, such as knowledge, sight, health, which are 
desirable not only in themselves, but also for their results? 
© Certainly, I said. 
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And would you not recognize a third class, such as gymnastic, and the care of the sick, 
and the physician’s art; also the various ways of money-making—these do us good but we 
regard them as disagreeable; and no one would choose them for their own sakes, but only 
for the sake of some reward or result which flows from them? m Gans nce Crcl 
~ There is, I said, this third class also. But why do you ask? . 

Because I want to know in which of the three classes you would place justice? 

In the highest class, I replied,—among those goods which he who would be happy de- 
sires both for their own sake and for the sake of their results. Sno jh 7 

Then the many are of another mind; they think that justice is to be reckoned in the 
troublesome class, among goods which are to be pursued for the sake of rewards and. of 
reputation, but in themselves are disagreeable and rather to be avoided. 
~ I know, I said, that this is their manner in thinking, and that this was the thesis which 
Thrasymachus was maintaining just now, when he censured justice and praised injustice. 
But I am too stupid to be convinced by him. 

I wish, he said, that you would hear me as well as him, and then I shall see whether 
you and I agree. For Thrasymachus seems to me, like a snake, to have been charmed by 
your voice sooner than he ought to have been; but to my mind the nature of justice and 
injustice have not yet been made clear. Setting aside their rewards and results, I want to 
know what they are in themselves, and how they inwardly work in the soul. If you please, 
then, I will revive the argument of Thrasymachus. And first I will speak of the nature and 
origin of justice according to the common view of them. Secondly, I will show that all men 
who practise justice do so against their will, of necessity, , but not as a good. And thirdly, 
I will argue that there is reason in this view, for the life of the unjust is after all better far 
than the life of the just—if what they say is true, Socrates, since I myself am not of their 
opinion. But still I acknowledge that I am perplexed when I hear the voices of Thrasy- 


machus and myriads of others dinning in my ears; and, on the other hand, I have never yet 


heard the superiority of justice to injustice maintained by any one in a satisfactory way. I 
want to hear justice praised in respect of itself, then I shall be satisfied, and you are the 
person from whom I think that I am most likely to hear this; and therefore I will praise 
the unjust life to the utmost of my power, and my manner of speaking will indicate the 
manner in which I desire to hear you too praising justice and censuring injustice. Will you 
say whether you approve of my proposal? 

Indeed I do; nor can I imagine any theme about which a man of sense would oftener 
wish to converse. 

I am delighted, he replied, to hear you say se, and shall begin by speaking, as I pro- 
posed, of the nature and origin of justice. 

They say that to do injustice is, by nature, good; to suffer injustice, evil; but that the 
evil is greater than the good. And so when men have both done and suffered injustice and 
have had experience of both, not being able to avoid the one and obtain the Sia they 
think that they had better agree among themselves to have neither; hence there arise lays 
and mutual covenants; and that which is ordained by law is termed by them lawful and 
just. This they affirm to be the origin and nature of justice;—it is a mean or compromise, 
between the best of all, which is to do injustice and not be punished, and the worst of all, 
which is to suffer injustice \ without the power of ret taliation; and ji justice, being at a mid- 
dle point between the two, is tolerated not as a good, but as the lesser evil, and honoured 
by reason of the inability of men to do injustice. For no man who is worthy to be called a 
man would ever submit to such an agreement if he were able to resist; he would be mad 
if he did. Such is the received account, Socrates, of the nature and origin of justice. 

Now that those who practise justice do so involuntarily and because they have not the 
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power to be unjust will best appear if we imagine something of this kind: having given 
both to the just and the unjust power to do what they will, let us watch and see whither 
desire will lead them; then we shall discover in the very act the just and unjust man to be 
proceeding along the same road, following their interest, which all natures deem to be 
their good, and are only diverted into the path of justice by the force of law. The liberty 
which we are supposing may be most completely given to them in the form of such a power 
as is said to have been possessed by Gyges the ancestor of Croesus the Lydian. According 
to the tradition, Gyges was a shepherd in the service of the king of Lydia; there was a great 
storm, and an earthquake made an opening in the earth at the place where he was feeding 
his flock. Amazed at the sight, he descended into the opening, where, among other mar- 
vels, he beheld a hollow brazen horse, having doors, at which he stooping and looking in 
saw a dead body of stature, as appeared to him, more than human, and having nothing on 
but a gold ring; this he took from the finger of the dead and reascended. Now the shep- 
herds met together, according to custom, that they might send their monthly report about 
the flocks to the king; into their assembly he came having the ring on his finger, and as 
he was sitting among them he chanced to turn the collet of the ring inside his hand, when 
instantly he became invisible to the rest of the company and they began to speak of him 
as if he were no longer present. He was astonished at this, and again touching the ring he 
turned the collet outwards and reappeared; he made several trials of the ring, and always 
with the same result—when he turned the collet inwards he became invisible, when out- 
wards he reappeared. Whereupon he contrived to be chosen one of the messengers who 
were sent to the court; where as soon as he arrived he seduced the queen, and with her help 
conspired against the king and slew him, and took the kingdom. Suppose now that there 
were two such magic rings, and the just put on one of them and the unjust the other; no 
man can be imagined to be of such an iron nature that he would stand fast in justice. No 
man would keep his hands off what was not his own when he could safely take what he 
liked out of the market, or go into houses and lie with any one at his pleasure, or kill or 
release from prison whom he would, and in all respects be like a God among men. Then 
the actions of the just would be as the actions of the unjust; they would both come at last 
to the same point. And this we may truly affirm to be a great proof that a man is just, not 
willingly or because he thinks that justice is any good to him individually, but of neces- 
sity, for wherever any one thinks that he can safely be unjust, there he is unjust. For all 
men believe in their hearts that injustice is far more profitable to the individual than jus- 
tice, and he who argues as I have been supposing, will say that they are right. If you could 
imagine any one obtaining this power of becoming invisible, and never doing any wrong 
or touching what was another’s, he would be thought by the lookers-on to be a most 
wretched idiot, although they would praise him to one another’s faces, and keep up ap- 
pearances with one another from a fear that they too might suffer injustice. Enough of this. 

Now, if we are to form a real judgment of the life of the just and unjust, we must iso- 
late them; there is no other way; and how is the isolation to be effected? I answer: Let the 
unjust man be entirely unjust, and the just man entirely just; nothing is to be taken away 
from either of them, and both are to be perfectly furnished for the work of their respec- 
tive lives. First, let the unjust be like other distinguished masters of craft; like the skilful 
pilot or physician, who knows intuitively his own powers and keeps within their limits, 
and who, if he fails at any point, is able to recover himself. So let the unjust make his un- 
just attempts in the right way, and lie hidden if he means to be great in his injustice (he 
who is found out is nobody): for the highest reach of injustice is, to be deemed just when 
you are not. Therefore I say that in the perfectly unjust man we must assume the most 
perfect injustice; there is to be no deduction, but we must allow him, while doing the 
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most unjust acts, to have acquired the greatest reputation for justice. If he have taken a 
false step he must be able to recover himself; he must be one who can speak with effect, 
if any of his deeds come to light, and who can force his way where force is required by his 
courage and strength, and command of money and friends. And at his side let us place the 
just man in his nobleness and simplicity, wishing, as Aeschylus says, to be and not to seem 
good. There must be no seeming, for if he seem to be just he will be honoured and re- 
warded, and then we shall not know whether he is just for the sake of justice or for the 
sake of honours and rewards; therefore, let him be clothed in justice only, and have no other 
covering; and he must be imagined in a state of life the opposite of the former. Let him 
be the best of men, and let him be thought the worst; then he will have been put to the 
proof; and we shall see whether he will be affected by the fear of infamy and its conse- 
quences. And let him continue thus to the hour of death; being just and seeming to be 
unjust. When both have reached the uttermost extreme, the one of justice and the other 
of injustice, let judgment be given which of them is the happier of the two. 

Heavens! my dear Glaucon, I said, how energetically you polish them up for the deci- 
sion, first one and then the other, as if they were two statues. 

I do my best, he said. And now that we know what they are like there is no difficulty 
in tracing out the sort of life which awaits either of them. This I will proceed to describe; 
but as you may think the description a little too coarse, I ask you to suppose, Socrates, that 
the words which follow are not mine.—Let me put them into the mouths of the eulogists 
of injustice: They will tell you that the just man who is thought unjust will be scourged, 
racked, bound—will have his eyes burnt out; and, at last, after suffering every kind of evil, 
he will be impaled: Then he will understand that he ought to. seem only, and not to_be, 
just;.che words of Aeschylus may be more truly spoken of the unjust than of the just. For 
the unjust is pursuing a reality; he does not live with a view to appearances—he wants to 
be really unjust and not to seem only:— 


‘His mind has a soil deep and fertile, 
Out of which spring has prudent counsels.” 


In the first place, he is thought just, and therefore bears rule in the city; he can marry 
whom he will, and give in marriage to whom he will; also he can trade and deal where he 
likes, and always to his own advantage, because he has no misgivings about injustice; and 
at every contest, whether in public or private, he gets the better of his antagonists, and 
gains at their expense, and is rich, and out of his gains he can benefit his friends, and harm 
his enemies; moreover, he can offer sacrifices, and dedicate gifts to the gods abunJantly 
and magnificently, and can honour the gods or any man whom he wants to honour in a far 
better style than the just, and therefore he is likely to be dearer than they are co the gods. 
And thus, Socrates, gods and men are said to unite in making the life of the unjust better 
than the life of the just. 

- I was going to say something in answer to Glaucon, when Adeimantus, his brother, in- 
terposed: Socrates, he said, you do not suppose that there is nothing more to be urged? 

Why, what else is there? I answered. 

The strongest point of all has not been even mentioned, he replied. 

Well, then, according to the proverb, ‘Let brother help brocher'-—if he fails in any part 
do you assist him; although I must confess that Glaucon has already said quite enough to 
lay me in the dust, and take from me the power of helping justice. 

Nonsense, he replied. But let me add something more: There is another side to Glau- 
con’s argument about the praise and censure of justice and injustice, which is equally re- 
quired in order to bring out what I believe to be his meaning. Parents and tutors are al- 
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ways telling their sons and their wards that they are to be just; but why? not for the sake 
of justice, but for the sake of character and reputation; in the hope of obtaining for him 
who is reputed just some of those offices, marriages, and the like which Glaucon has enu- 
merated among the advantages accruing to the unjust from the reputation of justice. More, 
however, is made of appearances by this class of persons than by the others; for they throw 
in the good opinion of the gods, and will tell you of a shower of benefits which the heav- 
ens, as they say, rain upon the pious; and this accords with the testimony of the noble Hes- 
iod and Homer, the first of whom says, that the gods make the oaks of the just— 


‘To bear acorns at their summit, and bees in the middle; 
And the sheep are bowed down with the weight of their fleeces,” 


and many other blessings of a like kind are provided for them. And Homer has a very simi- 
lar strain; for he speaks of one whose fame is— 


‘As the fame of some blameless king who, like a god, 
Maintains justice; to whom the black earth brings forth 
Wheat and barley, whose trees ave bowed with fruit, 

And his sheep never fail to bear, and the sea gives him fish.” 


Still grander are the gifts of heaven which Musaeus and his son‘ vouchsafe to the just; they 
take them down into the world below, where they have the saints lying on couches at a 
feast, everlastingly drunk, crowned with garlands; their idea seems to be that an immor- 
tality of drunkenness is the highest meed of virtue. Some extend their rewards yet further; 
the posterity, as they say, of the faithful and just shall survive to the third and fourth gen- 
eration. This is the style in which they praise justice. But about the wicked there is an- 
other strain; they bury them in a slough in Hades, and make them carry water in a sieve; 
also while they are yet living they bring them to infamy, and inflict upon them the pun- 
ishments which Glaucon described as the portion of the just who are reputed to be unjust; 
nothing else does their invention supply. Such is their manner of praising the one and cen- 
suring the other. 

Once more, Socrates, I will ask you to consider another way of speaking about justice 
and injustice, which is not confined to the poets, but ts found in prose writers. The uni- 
versal voice of mankind is always declaring that justice and virtue are honourable, but 
grievous and toilsome; and that the pleasures of vice and injustice are easy of attainment, 
and are only censured by law and opinion. They say also that honesty is for the most part 
less profitable than dishonesty; and they are quite ready to call wicked men happy, and to 
honour them both in public and private when they are rich or in any other way influen- 
tial, while they despise and overlook those who may be weak and poor, even though ac- 
knowledging them to be better than the others. But most extraordinary of all is their mode 
of speaking about virtue and the gods: they say that the gods apportion calamity and mis- 
ery to many good men, and good and happiness to the wicked. And mendicant prophets 
go to rich men’s doors and persuade them that they have a power committed to them by 
the gods of making an atonement for a man’s own or his ancestor's sins by sacrifices or 
charms, with rejoicings and feasts; and they promise to harm an enemy, whether just or 
unjust, at a small cost; with magic arts and incantations binding heaven, as they say, to 
execute their will. And the poets are the authorities to whom they appeal, now smooth- 
ing the path of vice with the words of Hesiod:— 


“Vice may be had in abundance without trouble; the way is smooth and her dwelling-place 
is near. But before virtue the gods have set toil,” 
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and a tedious and uphill road: then citing Homer as a witness that the gods may be in- 
fluenced by men; for he also says: — 


‘The gods, too, may be turned from their purpose; and men pray to them and avert their 
wrath by sacrifices and soothing entreaties, and by libations and the odour of fat, when they 
have sinned and transgressed.” 


And they produce a host of books written by Musaeus and Orpheus, who were children of 
the Moon and the Muses—that is what they say—according to which they perform their 
ritual, and persuade not only individuals, but whole cities, that expiations and atonements 
for sin may be made by sacrifices and amusements which fill a vacant hour, and are equally 
at the service of the living and the dead; the latter sort they call mysteries, and they re- 
deem us from the pains of hell, but if we neglect them no one knows what awaits us. 

He proceeded: And now when the young hear all this said about virtue and vice, and 
the way in which gods and men regard them, how are their minds likely to be affected, 
my dear Socrates,—those of them, I mean, who are quickwitted, and, like bees on the 
wing, light on every flower, and from all that they hear are prone to draw conclusions as 
to what manner of persons they should be and in what way they should walk if they would 
make the best of life? Probably the youth will say to himself in the words of Pindar— 


‘Can I by justice or by crooked ways of deceit ascend a loftier tower which may be a fortress 
to me all my days?’ 


For what men say is that, if I am really just and am not also thought just, profit there is 
none, but the pain and loss on the other hand are unmistakable. But if, though u unjust, L 
acquire the reputation of justice, a heavenly life is promised to me. Since then, as philoso- 
‘phers prove, appearance tyrannizes over truth and is lord of happiness, to appearance I_ 
must devote myself. I will describe around me a picture and shadow of virtue to be the 
vestibule and exterior of my house; behind I will trail the subtle and crafty fox, as 
Archilochus, greatest of sages, recommends. But I hear some one exclaiming that the con- 
cealment of wickedness is often difficult; to which I answer, Nothing great is easy. Nev- 
ertheless, the argument indicates this, if we would be happy, to be the path along which 
we should proceed. With a view to concealment we will establish secret brotherhoods and 
political clubs. And there are professors of rhetoric who teach the art of persuading courts 
and assemblies; and so, partly by persuasion and partly by force, I shall make unlawful 
gains and not be punished. Still I hear a voice saying that the gods cannot be deceived, 
neither can they be compelled. But what if there are no gods? or, suppose them to have no 
care of human things—why in either case should we mind about concealment? And even 
if there are gods, and they do care about us, yet we know of them only from tradition and 
the genealogies of the poets; and these are the very persons who say that they may be in- 
fluenced and turned by ‘sacrifices and soothing entreaties and by offerings.’ Let us be con- 
sistent then, and believe both or neither. If the poets speak truly, why then we had better 
be unjust, and offer of the fruits of injustice; for if we are just, although we may escape 
‘the vengeance of heaven, we shall lose the gains of injustice; but, if we are unjust, we shall 
keep the gains, and by our sinning and praying, and praying and sinning, the gods will 
be propitiated, and we shall not be punished. ‘But there is a world below in which either 
we or our posterity will suffer for our unjust deeds.’ Yes, my friend, will be the reflection, 
but there are mysteries and atoning deities, and these have great power. That is what 
mighty cities declare; and the children of the gods, who were their poets and prophets, 
bear a like testimony. 

On what principle, then, shall we any longer choose justice rather than the worst in- 
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justice? when, if we only unite the latter with a deceitful regard to appearances, we shall 
fare to our mind both with gods and men, in life and after death, as the most numerous 
and the highest authorities tell us. Knowing all this, Socrates, how can a man who has any 
superiority of mind or person or rank or wealth, be willing to honour justice; or indeed to 
refrain from laughing when he hears justice praised? And even if there should be some one 
who is able to disprove the truth of my words, and who is satisfied that justice is best, still 
he is not angry with the unjust, but is very ready to forgive them, because he also knows 
that men are not just of their own free will; unless, peradventure, there be some one whom 
the divinity within him may have inspired with a hatred of injustice, or who has attained 
knowledge of the truth—but no other man. He only blames injustice who, owing to a 
cowardice or age or some weakness, has not the power of being unjust. And this is proved 
by the fact that when he obtains the power, he immediately becomes unjust as far as he 
can be. 

The cause of all this, Socrates, was indicated by us at the beginning of the argument, 
when my brother and I told you how astonished we were to find that of all the professing 
panegyrists of justice—beginning with the ancient heroes of whom any memorial has been 
preserved to us, and ending with the men of our own time—no one has ever blamed in- 
justice or praised justice except with a view to the glories, honours, and benefits which 
flow from them. No one has ever adequately described either in verse or prose the true es- 
sential nature of either of them abiding in the soul, and invisible to any human or divine 
eye; or shown that of all the things of a man’s soul which he has within him, justice is the 
greatest good, and injustice the greatest evil. Had this been the universal strain, had you 
sought to persuade us of this from our youth upwards, we should not have been on the 
watch to keep one another from doing wrong, but every one would have been his own 
watchman, because afraid, if he did wrong, of harbouring in himself the greatest of evils. 
I dare say that Thrasymachus and others would seriously hold the language which I have 
been merely repeating, and words even stronger than these about justice and injustice, 
grossly, as I conceive, perverting their true nature. But I speak in this vehement manner, 
as I must frankly confess to you, because I want to hear from you the opposite side; and I 
would ask you to show not only the superiority which justice has over injustice, but what 
effect they have on the possessor of them which makes the one to be a good and the other 
an evil to him. And please, as Glaucon requested of you, to exclude reputations; for unless 
you take away from each of them his true reputation and add on the false, we shall say that 
you do not praise justice, but the appearance of it; we shall think that you are only ex- 
horting us to keep injustice dark, and that you really agree with Thrasymachus in think- 
ing that justice is another’s good and the interest of the stronger, and that injustice is a 
man’s own profit and interest, though injurious to the weaker. Now as you have admitted 
that justice is one of that highest class of goods which are desired indeed for their results, 
but in a far greater degree for their own sakes—like sight or hearing or knowledge or 
health, or any other real and natural and not merely conventional good—I would ask you 
in your praise of justice to regard one point only: I mean the essential good and evil which 
justice and injustice work in the possessors of them. Let others praise justice and censure 
injustice, magnifying the rewards and honours of the one and abusing the other; that is a 
manner of arguing which, coming from them, I am ready to tolerate, but from you who 
have spent your whole life in che consideration of this question, unless I hear the contrary 
from your own lips, I expect something better. And therefore, I say, not only prove to us 
that justice is better than injustice, but show what they either of them do to the posses- 
sor of them, which makes the one to be a good and the other an evil, whether seen or un- 
seen by gods and men. e 
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I had always admired the genius of Glaucon and Adeimantus, but on hearing these 
words I was quite delighted, and said: Sons of an illustrious father, that was not a bad be- 
ginning of the Elegiac verses which the admirer of Glaucon made in honour of you after 
you had distinguished yourselves at the battle of Megara:— 


‘Sons of Ariston,’ he sang, ‘divine offspring of an illustrious hero.’ 


The epithet is very appropriate, for there is something truly divine in being able to argue 
as you have done for the superiority of injustice, and remaining unconvinced by your own 
arguments. And I do believe that you are not convinced—this I infer from your general 
character, for had I judged only from your speeches I should have mistrusted you. But now, 
the greater my confidence in you, the greater is my difficulty in knowing what to say. For 
I am in a strait between two; on the one hand I feel that I am unequal to the task; and my 
inability is brought home to me by the fact that you were not satisfied with the answer 
which I made to Thrasymachus, proving, as I thought, the superiority which justice : has 
over injustice. And yet I cannot refuse to help, while breath and speech remain to me; I 
am afraid that there would be an impiety in being present when justice is evil spoken of 
and not lifting up a hand in her defence. And therefore I had best give such help as I can. 

Glaucon and the rest entreated me by all means not to let the question drop, but to 
proceed in the investigation. They wanted to arrive at the truth, first, about the nature of 
justice and injustice, and secondly, about their relative advantages. I told them, what I re- 
ally thought, that the enquiry would be of a serious nature, and would require very good 
eyes. Seeing then, I said, that we are no great wits, I think that we had better adopt a 
method which I may illustrate thus; suppose that a short-sighted person had been asked 
by some one to read small letters from a distance; and it occurred to some one else that 
they might be found in another place which was larger and in which the letters were 
larger—if they were the same and he could read the larger letters first, and then proceed 
to the lesser—this would have been thought a rare piece of good fortune. 

Very true, said Adeimantus; but how does the illustration apply to our enquiry? 

I will tell you, I replied; justice, which is the subject of our enquiry, is, as you know, 
sometimes spoken of as the virtue of an individual, and sometimes as the virtue of a State. 

True, he replied. 

And is not a State larger than an individual? 

It is. 

Then in the larger the quantity of justice is likely to be larger and more easily diş- 
_cernible. I propose therefore that we enquire into the nature of justice and injustice, firsta 
“as they appear in the State, and secondly in the individual, proceeding from the greater to 
the lesser and comparing them. 

That, he said, is an excellent proposal. 

And if we imagine the State in process of creation, we shall see the justice and injus- 
tice of the State in process of creation also. 

I dare say. 

When the State is completed there may be a hope that the object of our search will be 
more easily discovered. 

Yes, far more easily. 

But ought we to attempt to construct one? I said; for to do so, as I am inclined to think, 
will be a very serious task. Reflect therefore. 

I have reflected, said Adeimancus, and am anxious that you should proceed. 

A State, I said, arises, as I conceive, out of the needs of mankind; no one is self-suffic- 
ing, but all of us have many wants. Can any other origin of a State be imagined? 
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There can be no other. 

Then, as we have many wants, and many persons are needed to supply them, one takes 
a helper for one purpose and another for another; and when these partners and helpers are 
gathered together in one habitation the body of inhabitants is termed a State. 

True, he said. 

And they exchange with one another, and one gives, and another receives, under the 
idea that the exchange will be for their good. 

Very true. 

Then, I said, let us begin and create in idea a State; and yet the true creator is neces- 
sity, who is the mother of our invention. 
= Of course, he replied. 

Now the first and greatest of necessities is food, which is the condition of life and ex- 
istence. 

Certainly. 

The second is a dwelling, and the third clothing and the like. 

True. 

And now let us see how our city will be able to supply this great demand: We may sup- 
pose that one man is a husbandman, another a builder, some one else a weaver—shall we 
add to them a shoemaker, or perhaps some other purveyor to our bodily wants? 

Quite right. 

The barest notion of a State must include four or five men. 

Clearly. 

And how will they proceed? Will each bring the result of his labours into a common 
stock?—the individual husbandman, for example, producing for four, and labouring four 
times as long and as much as he need in the provision of food with which he supplies oth- 
ers as well as himself; or will he have nothing to do with others and not be at the trouble 
of producing for them, but provide for himself alone a fourth of the food in a fourth of the 
time, and in the remaining three-fourths of his time be employed in making a house or a 
coat or a pair of shoes, having no partnership with others, but supplying himself all his 
own wants? 

Adeimantus thought that he should aim at producing food only and not at producing 
everything. 

Probably, I replied, that would be the better way; and when I hear you say this, I am 
myself reminded that we are not all alike; there are diversities of natures among us which 
are adapted to different occupations. 

Vety true. 

And will you have a work better done when the workman has many occupations, or 
when he has only one? 

When he has only one? 

Further, there can be no doubt that a work is spoilt when not done at the right time? 

No doubt. 

For business is not disposed to wait until the doer of the business is at leisure; but the 
doer must follow up what he is doing, and make the business his first object. 

He must. 

And if so, we must infer that all things are produced more plentifully and easily and of 
a better quality when one man does the thing which is natural to him and does it at the 
right time, and leaves other things. 

Undoubtedly. 

Then more than four citizens will be required; for the husbandman will not make his 
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own plough or mattock, or other implements of agriculture, if they are to be good for any- 
thing. Neither will the builder make his tools—and he too needs many; and in like man- 
ner the weaver and shoemaker. 

Frie. 

Then carpenters, and smiths, and many other artisans, will be sharers in our little State, 
which is already beginning to grow? 

True. 

Yet even if we add neatherds, shepherds, and other herdsmen, in order that our hus- 
bandmen may have oxen to plough with, and builders as well as husbandmen may have 
draught cattle, and curriers and weavers fleeces and hides, —still our State will not be very 
large. 

That is true; yet neither will it be a very small State which contains all these. 

Then, again, there is the situation of the city—to find a place where nothing need be 
imported is wellnigh impossible. 

Impossible. 

Then there must be another class of citizens who will bring the required supply from 
another city? 

There must. 

But if the trader goes empty-handed, having nothing which they require who would 
supply his need, he will come back emptyhanded. 

That is certain. 

And therefore what they produce at home must be not only enough for themselves, but 
such both in quantity and quality as to accommodate those from whom their wants are 
supplied. 

Very true. 

Then more husbandmen and more artisans will be required? 

They will. 

Not to mention the importers and exporters, who are called merchants? 

Yes. 

Then we shall want merchants? 

We shall. 

And if merchandise is to be carried over the sea, skilful sailors will also be needed, and 
in considerable numbers? 

Yes, in considerable numbers. 

Then, again, within the city, how will they exchange their productions? To secure such 
an exchange was, as you will remember, one of our principal objects when we formed them 
into a society and constituted a State. 

Clearly they will buy and sell. 

Then they will need a market-place, and a money-token for purposes of exchange. 

Certainly. 

Suppose now that a husbandman, or an artisan, brings some production to market, and 
he comes at a time when there is no one to exchange with him,—is he to leave his calling 
and sit idle in the market-place? 

Not at all; he will find people there who, seeing the want, undertake the office of sales- 
men. In well-ordered states they are commonly those who are the weakest in_bodily 
strength, and therefore of little use for any other purpose; their duty is to be in the mar- 
ket, and to give money in exchange for goods to those who desire to sell and to take money 
from those who desire to buy. 

This want, then, creates a class of retail-traders in our State. Is not ‘retailer’ the term 
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which is applied to those who sit in the market-place engaged in buying and selling, while 
those who wander from one city to another are called merchants? 

Yes, he said. 

And there is another class of servants, who are intellectually hardly on the level of com- 
panionship; still they have plenty of bodily strength for labour, which accordingly they 
sell, and are called, if I do not mistake, hirelings, hire being the name which is given to 
the price of their labour. 

True. 

Then hirelings will help to make up our population? 

Yes. 

And now, Adeimantus, is our State matured and perfected? 

I think so. 

Where, then, is justice, and where is injustice, and in what part of the State did they 
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spring up? — 
~ Probably in the dealings of these citizens with one another. I cannot imagine that they 
are more likely to be found any where else. 

I dare say that you are right in your suggestion, I said; we had better think the matter 
out, and not shrink from the enquiry. 

Let us then consider, first of all, what will be their way of life, now that we have thus 
established them. Will they not produce corn, and wine, and clothes, and shoes, and build 
houses for themselves? And when they are housed, they will work, in summer, commonly, 
stripped and barefoot, but in winter substantially clothed and shod. They will feed on bar- 
ley-meal and flour of wheat, baking and kneading them, making noble cakes and loaves; 
these they will serve up on a mat of reeds or on clean leaves, themselves reclining the while 
upon beds strewn with yew or myrtle. And they and their children will feast, drinking of 
the wine which they have made, wearing garlands on their heads, and hymning the praises 
of the gods, in happy converse with one another. And they will take care that their fami- 
lies do not exceed their means; having an eye to poverty or war. B 
~ But, said Glaucon, interposing, you have not given them a relish to their meal. 

True, I replied, I had forgotten; of course they must have a relish—salt, and olives, and 
cheese, and they will boil roots and herbs such as country people prepare; for a dessert we 
shall give them figs, and peas, and beans; and they will roast myrtle-berries and acorns at 
the fire, drinking in moderation. And with such a diet they may be expected to live in 
peace and health to a good old age, and bequeath a similar life to their children after them. 

Yes, Socrates, he said, and if you were providing for a city of pigs, how else would you 
feed the beasts? 

But what would you have, Glaucon? I replied. 

Why, he said, you should give them the ordinary conveniences of life. People who are 
to be comfortable are accustomed to lie on sofas, and dine off tables, and they should have 
sauces and sweets in the modern style. 

Yes, I said, now I understand: the question which you would have me consider is, not 
only how a State, but how a luxurious State is created; and possibly there is no harm in 
this, for in such a State we shall be more likely to see how justice and injustice originate. 
In my opinion the true and healthy constitution of the State is the one which I have de- 
scribed. But if you wish also to see a State at fever-heat, I have no objection. For I suspect 
that many will not be satisfied with the simpler way of life. They will be for adding sofas, 
and tables, and other furniture; also dainties, and perfumes, and incense, and courtesans, 
and cakes, all these not of one sort only, but in every variety; we must go beyond the nec- 
essaries of which I was at first speaking, such as houses, and clothes, and shoes: the arts of 
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the painter and the embroiderer will have to be set in motion, and gold and ivory and all 
sorts of materials must be procured. 

True, he said. 

Then we must enlarge our borders; for the original healthy State is no longer sufficient. 
Now will the city have to fill and swell with a multitude of callings which are not required 
by any natural want; such as the whole tribe of hunters and actors, of whom one large class 
have to do with forms and colours; another will be the votaries of music—poets and their 
attendant train of rhapsodists, players, dancers, contractors; also makers of divers kinds of 
articles, including women’s dresses. And we shall want more servants. Will not tutors be 
also in request, and nurses wet and dry, tirewomen and barbers, as well as confectioners 
and cooks; and swineherds, too, who were not needed and therefore had no place in the 
former edition of our State, but are needed now? They must not be forgotten: and there 
will be animals of many other kinds, if people eat them. 

Certainly. 

And living in this way we shall have much greater need of physicians than before? `w 

Much greater. 

And the country which was enough to support the original inhabitants will be too small 
now, and not enough? 

Quite true: 

Then a slice of our neighbours’ land will be wanted by us for pasture and tillage, and 
they will want a slice of ours, if, like ourselves, they exceed the limit of necessity, and give 
themselves up to the unlimited accumulation of wealth? 

That, Socrates, will be inevitable. 

And so we shall go to war, Glaucon. Shall we not? 

Most certainly, he replied. 

Then, without determining as yet whether war does good or harm, thus much we may 
affirm, that now we have discovered war to be derived from causes which are also the causes 
of almost all the evils in States, private as well as public. 

Undoubtedly. 

And our State must once more enlarge; and this time the enlargement will be nothing 
short of a whole army, which will have to go out and fight with the invaders for all that 
we have, as well as for the things and persons whom we were describing above. 

Why? he said; are they not capable of defending themselves? 

No, I said; not if we were right in the principle which was acknowledged by all of us 
when we were framing the State: the principle, as you will remember, was that one man 
cannot practise many arts with success. 
= Very true, he said. 

But is not war an art? 

Certainly. 

And an art requiring as much attention as shoemaking? 

Quite true. 

And the shoemaker was not allowed by us to be a husbandman, or a weaver, or a 
builder—in order that we might have our shoes well made; but to him and to every 
other worker was assigned one work for which he was by nature fitted, and at that he 
was to continue working all his life long and at no other; he was not to let opportuni- 
ties slip, and then he would become a good workman. Now nothing can be more im- 
portant than that the work of a soldier should be well done. But is war an art so easily 
acquired that a man may be a warrior who is also a husbandman, a shoemaker, or other 
artisan; although no one in the world would be a good dice or draught player who merely 
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took up the game as a recreation, and had not from his earliest years devoted himself to 
this and nothing else? No tools will make a man a skilled workman, or master of de- 
fence, nor be of any use to him who has not learned how to handle them, and has never 
bestowed any attention upon them. How then will he who takes up a shield or other im- 
plement of war become a good fighter all in a day, whether with heavy-armed or any 
other kind of troops? 

Yes, he said, the tools which would teach men their own use would be beyond price. 

And the higher the duties of the guardian, I said, the more time, and skill, and art, and 
application will be needed by him? 

No doubt, he replied. 

Will he not also require natural aptitude for his calling? 

Certainly. 

Then it will be our duty to select, if we can, natures which are fitted for the task of 
guarding the city? 

It will. 

And the selection will be no easy matter, I said; but we must be brave and do our best. 

We must. 

Is not the noble youth very like a well-bred dog in respect of guarding and watching? 

What do you mean? 

I mean that both of them ought to be quick to see, and swift to overtake the enemy 
when they see him; and strong too if, when they have caught him, they have to fight with 
him. 

All these qualities, he replied, will certainly be required by them. 

Well, and your guardian must be brave if he is to fight well? 

Certainly. 

And is he likely to be brave who has no spirit, whether horse or dog or any other ani- 
mal? Have you never observed how invincible and unconquerable is spirit and how the 
presence of it makes the soul of any creature to be absolutely fearless and indomitable? 

I have. 

Then now we have a clear notion of the bodily qualities which are required in the 
guardian. 

True. 

And also of the mental ones; his soul is to be full of spirit? 

Yes: 

But are not these spirited natures apt to be savage with one another, and with every- 
body else? 

A difficulty by no means easy to overcome, he replied. 

Whereas, I said, they ought to be dangerous to their enemies, and gentle to their 
friends; if not, they will destroy themselves without waiting for their enemies to destroy 
them. 

True, he said. 

What is to be done then? I said; how shall we find a gentle nature which has also a great 

spirit, for the one is the contradiction of the other? 
~ ‘True. 

He will not be a good guardian who is wanting in either of these two qualities; and yet 
the combination of them appears to be impossible; and hence we must infer that to be a 
good guardian is impossible. 1 k 

I am afraid that what you say is true, he replied. 
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Here feeling perplexed I began to think over what had preceded.—My friend, I said, 
no wonder that we are in a perplexity; for we have lost sight of the image which we had 
before us. 

What do you mean? he said. 

I mean to say that there do exist natures gifted with those opposite qualities. 

And where do you find them? 

Many animals, I replied, furnish examples of them; our friend the dog is a very good 
one: you know that well-bred dogs are perfectly gentle to their f families and acquaintances, 
and the reverse to strangers. 

Yes, I know. ms 

Then there is nothing impossible or out of the order of nature in our finding a guardian 
who has a similar combination of qualities? 

Certainly not. 

Would not he who is fitted to be a guardian, besides the spirited nature, need to have 
the qualities of a philosopher? 

I do not apprehend your meaning. 

The trait of which I am speaking, I replied, may be also seen in the dog, and is re- 
markable in the animal. 

What trait? 

Why, a dog, whenever he sees a stranger, is angry; when an acquaintance, he welcomes 
him, although the one has never done him any harm, nor the other any good. Did this 
never strike you as curious? 

The matter never struck me before; but I quite recognise the truth of your remark. 

And surely this instinct of the dog is very charming;—your dog is a true philosopher. 

Why? 

Why, because he distinguishes the face of a friend and of an enemy only by the crite- 
rion of knowing and not knowing. And must not an animal be a lover of learning who de- 
termines what he likes and dislikes by the test of knowledge and ignorance? 

Most assuredly. 

And is not the love of learning the love of wisdom, which is philosophy? 

They are the same, he replied. 

And may we not say confidently of man also, that he who is likely to be gentle to his 
friends and acquaintances, must by nature be a lover of wisdom and knowledge? 

That we may safely affirm. 

Then he who is to be a really good and noble guardian of the State will require to unite 
in himself philosophy and spirit and swiftness and strength? 
~ Undoubtedly. : 
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. First let us complete the old investigation, which we began, as you remember, under 
the impression that, if we could previously examine justice on the larger scale, there would 
be less difficulty in discerning her in the individual, That larger example appeared to be 
the State, and accordingly we constructed as good a one as we could, knowing well that 
in the good State justice would be found. Let the discovery which we made be now ap- 
plied to the individual—if they agree, we shall be satisfied; or, if there be a difference in 
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the individual, we will come back to the State and have another trial of the theory. The 
friction of the two when rubbed together may possibly strike a light in which justice will 
shine forth, and the vision which is then revealed we will fix in our souls. 

That will be in regular course; let us do as you say. 

I proceeded to ask: When two things, a greater and less, are called by the same name, 
are they like or unlike in so far as they are called the same? 

Like, he replied. 

The just man then, if we regard the idea of justice only, will be like the just State? 

He will. 

And a State was thought by us to be just when the three classes in the State severally 
did their own business; and also thought to be temperate and valiant and wise by reason 
of certain other affections and qualities of these same classes? 

True, he said. 

And so of the individual; we may assume that he has the same three principles in his 
own soul which are found in the State; and he may be rightly described in the same terms, 
because he is affected in the same manner? 

Certainly, he said. 

Once more then, O my friend, we have alighted upon an easy question—whether the 
soul has these three principles or not? 

An easy question! Nay, rather, Socrates, the proverb holds that hard is the good. 

Very true, I said; and I do not think that the method which we are employing is at all 
adequate to the accurate solution of this question; the true method is another and a longer 
one. Still we may arrive at a solution not below the level of the previous enquiry. 

May we not be satisfied with that? he said;—under the circumstances, I am quite con- 
tent. 

I too, I replied, shall be extremely well satisfied. 

Then faint not in pursuing the speculation, he said. 

Must we not acknowledge, I said, that in each of us there are the same principles and 
habits which there are in the State; and that from the individual they pass into the State?— 
how else can they come there? Take the quality of passion or spirit;—it would be ridicu- 
lous to imagine that this quality, when found in States, is not derived from the individu- 
als who are supposed to possess it, e.g., the Thracians, Scythians, and in general the 
northern nations; and the same may be said of the love of knowledge, which is the special 
characteristic of our part of the world, or of the love of money, which may, with equal 
truth, be attributed to the Phoenicians and Egyptians. 

Exactly so, he said. 

There is no difficulty in understanding this. 

None whatever. 
~ But the question is not quite so easy when we proceed to ask whether these principles 
are three or one; whether, that is to say, we learn with one part of our nature, are angry with 
another, and with a third part desire the satisfaction of our natural appetites; or whether 
the whole soul comes into play in each sort of action—to determine that is the difficulty. 

Yes, he said; there lies the difficulty. 

Then let us now try and determine whether they are the same or different. 

How can we? he asked. 

I replied as follows: The same thing clearly cannot act or be acted upon in the same part 
or in relation to the same thing at the same time, in contrary ways; and therefore when- 
ever this contradiction occurs in things apparently the same, we know that they are really 
not the same, but different. 
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Good. 

For example, I said, can the same thing be at rest and in motion at the same time in 
the same part? 

Impossible. 

Still, I said, let us have a more precise statement of terms, lest we should hereafter fall 
out by the way. Imagine the case of a man who is standing and also moving his hands and 
his head, and suppose a person to say that one and the same person is in motion and at rest 
at the same moment—to such a mode of speech we should object, and should rather say 
that one part of him is in motion while another is at rest. 

Very true. 

And suppose the objector to refine still further, and to draw the nice distinction that 
not only parts of tops, but whole tops, when they spin round with their pegs fixed on the 
spot, are at rest and in motion at the same time (and he may say the same of anything 
which revolves in the same spot), his objection would not be admitted by us, because in 
such cases things are not at rest and in motion in the same parts of themselves; we should 
rather say that they have both an axis and a circumference; and that the axis stands still, 
for there is no deviation from the perpendicular; and that the circumference goes round. 
But if, while revolving, the axis inclines either to the right or left, forwards or backwards, 
then in no point of view can they be at rest. 

That is the correct mode of describing them, he replied. 

Then none of these objections will confuse us, or incline us to believe that the same 
thing at the same time, in the same part or in relation to the same thing, can act or be 
acted upon in contrary ways. 

Certainly not, according to my way of thinking. 

Yet, I said, that we may not be compelled to examine all such objections, and prove at 
length that they are untrue, let us assume their absurdity, and go forward on the under- 
standing that hereafter, if this assumption turn out to be untrue, all the consequences 
which follow shall be withdrawn. . 

Yes, he said, that will be the best way. duchy a 

Well, I said, would you not allow that assent and dissent, desire and aversion, attract 
tion and repulsion, are all of them opposites, whether they are regarded as active or pas- 
sive (for that makes no difference in the fact of their opposition)? 

Yes, he said, they are opposites. 

Well, I said, and hunger and thirst, and the desires in general, and again willing and 
wishing,—all these you would refer to the classes already mentioned. You would say— 
would you not?—that the soul of him who desires is seeking after the object of his de- 
sires; or that he is drawing to himself the thing which he wishes to possess: or again, 
when a person wants anything to be given him, his mind, longing for the realizations of 
his desires, intimates his wish to have it by a nod of assent, as if he had been asked a 
question? 

Very true. 

And what would you say of unwillingness and dislike and the absence of desire; should 
not these be referred to the opposite class of repulsion and rejection? 

Certainly. 

Admitting this to be true of desire generally, let us suppose a particular class of desires, 
and out of these we will select hunger and thirst, as they are termed, which are the most 
obvious of them? 

Let us take that class, he said. 

The object of one is food, and of the other drink? 
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Wes: 

And here comes the point: is not thirst the desire which the soul has of drink, and of 
drink only; not of drink qualified by anything else; for example, warm or cold, or much 
or little, or, in a word, drink of any particular sort: but if the thirst be accompanied by 
heat, then the desire is of cold drink; or, if accompanied by cold, then of warm drink; or, 
if the thirst be excessive, then the drink which is desired will be excessive; or, if not great, 
the quantity of drink will also be small: but thirst pure and simple will desire drink pure 
and simple, which is the natural satisfaction of thirst, as food is of hunger? 

Yes, he said; the simple desire is, as you say, in every case of the simple object, and the 
qualified desire of the qualified object. 

But here a confusion may arise; and I should wish to guard against an opponent start- 
ing up and saying that no man desires drink only, but good drink, or food only, but good 
food; for good is the universal object of desire, and thirst being a desire _will necessarily 
= Yes, he replied, the opponent might have something to say. 

Nevertheless I should still maintain, that of relatives some have a quality attached to 
either term of the relation; others are simple and have their correlatives simple. 

I do not know what you mean. 

Well, you know of course that the greater is relative to the less? 

Certainly. 

And the much greater to the much less? 

Yes. 

And the sometime greater to the sometime less, and the greater that is to be to the less 
that is to be? 

Certainly, he said. 

And so of more and less, and of other correlative terms, such as the double and the half, 
or again, the heavier and the lighter, the swifter and the slower; and of hot and cold, and 
of any other relatives;—is not this true of all of them? 

Ves: 

And does not the same principle hold in the sciences? The object of science is knowl- 
edge (assuming that to be the true definition), but the object of a particular science is a 
particular kind of knowledge; I mean, for example, that the science of house-building is a 
kind of knowledge which is defined and distinguished from other kinds and is therefore 
termed architecture. 

Certainly. 

Because it has a particular quality which no other has? 

Yes. 

And it has this particular quality because it has an object of a particular kind; and this 
is true of the other arts and sciences? 

Yes. 

Now, then, if I have made myself clear, you will understand my original meaning in 
what I said about relatives. My meaning was, that if one term of a relation is taken alone, 
the other is taken alone; if one term is qualified, the other is also qualified. I do not mean 
to say that relatives may not be disparate, or that the science of health is healthy, or of dis- 
ease necessarily diseased, or that the sciences of good and evil are therefore good and evil; 
but only that, when the term science is no longer used absolutely, but has a qualified ob- 
ject which in this case is the nature of health and disease, it becomes defined, and is hence 
called not merely science, but the science of medicine. 

I quite understand, and I think as you do. 
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Would you not say that thirst is one of these essentially relative terms, having clearly 
a relation— 

Yes, thirst is relative to drink. 

And a certain kind of thirst is relative to a certain kind of drink; but thirst taken alone 
is neither of much nor little, nor of good nor bad, nor of any particular kind of drink, but 
of drink only? 

Certainly. 

Then the soul of the thirsty one, in so far as he is thirsty, desires only drink; for this he 
yearns and tries to obtain it? 

That is plain. 

And if you suppose something which pulls a thirsty soul away from drink, that must 
be different from the thirsty principle which draws him like a beast to drink; for, as we 
were saying, the same thing cannot at the same time with the same part of itself act in 
contrary ways about the same. 

Impossible. 

No more than you can say that the hands of the archer push and pull the bow at the 
same time, but what you say is that one hand pushes and the other pulls. 

Exactly so, he replied. 

And might a man be thirsty, and yet unwilling to drink? 

Yes, he said, it constantly happens. 

And in such a case what is one to say? Would you not say that there was something in 
the soul bidding a man to drink, and something else forbidding him, which is other and 
stronger than the principle which bids him? 

I should say so. 

And the forbidding principle is derived from reason, and that which bids and attracts 
proceeds from passion and disease? 

Clearly. 

Then we may fairly assume that they are two, and that they differ from one another; 
the one with which a man reasons, we may call the rational principle of the soul, the other, 
with which he loves and hungers and thirsts and feels the flutterings of any other desire, 
may be termed the irrational or appetitive, the ally of sundry pleasures and satisfactions? 

Yes, he said, we may fairly assume them to be different. 

Then let us finally determine chat there are two principles existing in the soul. And 
what of passion, or spirit? Is it a third, or akin to one of the preceding? 

I should be inclined to say—akin to desire., 

Well, I said, there is a story which I remember to have heard, and in which I put faith. 
The story is, chat Leontius, the son of Aglaion, coming up one day from the Piraeus, under 
the north wall on the outside, observed some dead bodies lying on the ground at the place 
of execution. He felt a desire to see them, and also a dread and abhorrence of them; for a 
time he struggled and covered his eyes, but at length the desire got the better of him; and 
forcing them open, he ran up to the dead bodies, saying, Look, ye wretches, take your fill 
of the fair sight. 

I have heard the story myself, he said. 

The moral of the tale is, that anger at times goes to war with desire, as though they 
were two distinct things. 

Yes; that is the meaning, he said. 

And are there not many other cases in which we observe that when a man’s desires 
violently prevail over his reason, he reviles himself, and is angry at the violence within him, 
and that in this struggle, which is like the struggle of factions in a State, his spirit is on the 
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side of his reason;—but for the passionate or spirited element to take part with the desires 
when reason decides that she should not be opposed, is a sort of thing which I believe that 
you never observed occurring in yourself, nor, as I should imagine, in any one else? 

Certainly not. 

Suppose that a man thinks he has done a wrong to another, the nobler he is the less able 
is he to feel indignant at any suffering, such as hunger, or cold, or any other pain which 
the injured person may inflict upon him—these he deems to be just, and, as I say, his anger 
refuses to be excited by them. 

True, he said. 

But when he thinks that he is the sufferer of the wrong, then he broils and chafes, and 
is on the side of what he believes to be justice; and because he suffers hunger or cold or 
other pain he is only the more determined to persevere and conquer. His noble spirit will 
not be quelled until he either slays or is slain; or until he hears the voice of the shepherd, 
that is, reason, bidding his dog bark no more. 

The illustration is perfect, he replied; and in our State, as we were saying, the auxil- 
iaries were to be dogs, and to hear the voice of the rulers, who are their shepherds. 

I perceive, I said, that you quite understand me; there is, however, a further point which 
I wish you to consider. 

What point? 

You remember that passion or spirit appeared at first sight to be a kind of desire, but 
now we should say quite the contrary; for in the conflict of the soul spirit is arrayed on the 
side of the rational principle. 

Most assuredly. 

But a further question arises: Is passion different from reason also, or only a kind of rea- 
_son; in which latter case, instead of three principles in the soul, there will only be two, the 
“rational and the concupiscent; or rather, as the State was composed of three classes, traders, 
auxiliaries, counsellors, so may there not be in the individual soul a third element which 
is passion or spirit, and when not corrupted by bad “education is the natural auxiliary of 
reason? 

Yes, he said, there must be a third. 

Yes, I replied, if passion, which has already been shown to be different from desire, turn 
out also to be different from reason. 

But that is easily proved:—We may observe even in young children that they are full 
of spirit almost as soon as they are born, whereas some of them never seem to attain to the 
use of reason, and most of them late enough. 

Excellent, I said, and you may see passion equally in brute animals, which is a further 
proof of the truth of what you are saying. And we may once more appeal to the words of 
Homer, which have been already quoted by us, 


‘He smote his breast, and thus rebuked his soul;” 


for in this verse Homer has clearly supposed the power which reasons about the better and 
worse to be different from the unreasoning anger which is rebuked by it. 

Very true, he said. 

And so, after much tossing, we have reached land, and are fairly agreed that the same 
principles which exist in the State exist also in the individual, and that they are three in 
number. 

Exactly. 

Must we not then infer that the individual is wise in the same way, and in virtue of the 
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Certainly. 

Also that the same quality which constitutes courage in the State constitutes courage 
in the individual, and that both the State and the individual bear the same relation to all 
the other virtues? 

Assuredly. 

And the individual will be acknowledged by us to be just in the same way in which 
the State is just? 

That follows of course. 

We cannot but remember that the justice of the State consisted in each of the three 
classes doing the work of its own class? 

We are not very likely to have forgotten, he said. 

We must recollect that the individual in whom the several qualities of his nature do 
their own work will be just, and will do his own work? 

Yes, he said, we must remember that too. 

And ought not the rational principle, which is wise, and has the care of the whole soul, 
to rule, and the passionate or spirited principle to be the subject and ally? 

Certainly. 

And, as we were saying, the united influence of music and gymnastic will bring them 
into accord, nerving and sustaining the reason with noble words and lessons, and moder- 
ating and soothing and civilizing the wildness of passion by harmony and rhythm? 

Quite true, he said. 

And these two, thus nurtured and educated, and having learned truly to know their 
own functions, will rule over the concupiscent, which in each of us is the largest part of 
the soul and by nature most insatiable of gain; over this they will keep guard, lest, wax- 
ing great and strong with the fulness of bodily pleasures, as they are termed, the concu- 
piscent soul, no longer confined to her own sphere, should attempt to enslave and rule 
those who are not her natural-born subjects, and overturn the whole life of man? 

Very true, he said. 

Both together will they not be the best defenders of the whole soul and the whole body 
against attacks from without; the one counselling, and the other fighting under his leader, 
and courageously executing his commands and counsels? 

Tone: 

And he is to be deemed courageous whose spirit retains in pleasure and in pain the com- 
mands of reason about what he ought or ought not to fear? 

Right, he replied. 

And him we call wise who has in him chat little part which rules, and which proclaims 
these commands; that part too being supposed to have a knowledge of what is for the in- 
terest of each of the three parts and of the whole? 

Assuredly. 

And would you not say that he is temperate who has these same elements in friendly 
harmony, in whom the one ruling principle of reason, and the two subject ones of spirit 
and desire are equally agreed that reason ought to rule, and do not rebel? 
~ Certainly, he said, that is the true account of temperance whether in the State or indi- 
vidual._ = 

And surely, I said, we have explained again and again how and by virtue of what 
quality a man will be just. 

That is very certain. 


And is justice dimmer in the individual, and is her form different, or is she the same 
. Cs ante. e Gar. 

which we found her to be in the State: 

ty 
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There is no difference in my opinion, he said. 

Because, if any doubt is still lingering in our minds, a few commonplace instances will 
satisfy us of the truth of what I am saying. 

What sort of instances do you mean? 

If the case is put to us, must we not admit that the just State, or the man who is trained 
in the principles of such a State, will be less likely than the unjust to make away with a 
deposit of gold or silver? Would any one deny this? 

No one, he replied. 

Will the just man or citizen ever be guilty of sacrilege or theft, or treachery either to 
his friends or to his country? 

Never. 

Neither will he ever break faith where there have been oaths or agreements? 

Impossible. 

No one will be less likely to commit adultery, or to dishonour his father and mother, 
or to fail in his religious duties? 

No one. 

And the reason is that each part of him is doing its own business, whether in ruling or 
being ruled? 

Exactly so. 

— f> Are you satisfied then that the quality which makes such men and such states is jus- 

tice, or do you hope to discover some other? 


Not I, indeed. 

Eoo our dream has been realized; and the suspicion which we entertained at the be- 
ginning of our work of construction, that some divine power must have conducted us to 
a primary-form-of justice, has now been verified? ck 

Yes, certainly. 

And the division of labour which required the carpenter and the shoemaker and the rest 
of the citizens to be doing each his own business, and not another's, was a shadow of jus- 
tice, and for that reason it was of use? 

___Clearly. 

But in reality justice was such as we were describing, being concerned however, not 
| with the outward man, but with the inward, which is the true self and concernment of 
man: for the just man does not permit the several elements within him to interfere with 
| ‘one another, or any of them to do the work of others,—he sets in order his own inner life, 
| and is his own master and his own law, and at peace with himself; and when he has bound 
| together the three principles within him, which may be compared to the higher, lower, 

and middle notes of the scale, and the intermediate intervals—when he has bound all these 
together, and is no longer many, but has become one entirely temperate and perfectly ad- 
justed nature, then he proceeds to act, if he has to act, whether in a matter of property, or 
in the treatment of the body, or in some affair of politics or private business; always think- 
ing and calling that which preserves and co-operates with this harmonious condition, just 
and good action, and the knowledge which presides over it, wisdom, and that which at 
any time impairs this condition, he will call unjust action, and the opinion which presides 
over it ignorance. 

You have said the exact truth, Socrates. 

Very good; and if we were to affirm that we had discovered the just man and the just 
State, and the nature of justice in each of them, we should not be telling a falsehood? 

Most certainly not. 

May we say so, then? 
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Let us say so. 

And now, I said, injustice has to be considered. 

Clearly. 

Must not injustice be a strife which arises among the three principles—a meddle- 
someness, and interference, and rising up of a part of the soul against the whole, an asser- 
tion of unlawful authority, which is made by a rebellious subject against a true prince, of 
whom he is the natural vassal,—which is all this confusion and delusion but injustice, and 
intemperance and cowardice and ignorance, and every form of vice? 

Exactly so. 

And if the nature of justice and injustice be known, then the meaning of acting un- 
justly and being unjust, or, again, of acting justly, will also be perfectly clear? 

What do you mean? he oo 

Why, I said, they are like disease and health; being in the soul just what disease and 
health are in the body. 

How so? he said. 

Why, I said, that which is healthy causes health, and that which is unhealthy causes 
disease. 

Yes. 

And just actions cause justice, and unjust actions cause injustice? 

That is certain. 

And the creation of health is the institution of a natural order and government of one 
by another in the parts of the body; and the creation of disease is the production of a state 
of things at variance with this natural order? 

Mue. 

And is not the creation of justice the institution of a natural order and government of 
one by another in the parts of the soul, and the creation of injustice the production of a 
state of things at variance with the natural order? 

Exactly so, he said. 


Then virtue is the health and beauty and well-being of the soul, and vice the disease 
and weakness and deformity of the same? 
rue. 


And do not good practices lead to virtue, and evil practices to vice? _ 

Assuredly. 

Still our old question of the comparative advantage of justice and injustice has not been 
answered: Which is the more profitable, to be just and act justly and practise virtue, 
whether seen or unseen of gods and men, or to be unjust and act unjustly, if only unpun- 
ished and unreformed? 

In my judgment, Socrates, the question has now become ridiculous. We know that, 
when the bodily constitution is gone, life is no longer endurable, though pampered with 
all kinds of meats and drinks, and having all wealth and all power; and shall we be told 
that when the very essence of the vital principle is undermined and corrupted, life is still 
worth having to a man, if only he be allowed to do whatever he likes with the single ex- 
ception that he is not to acquire justice and virtue, or to escape from injustice and vice; 
assuming them both to be such as we have described? 

Yes, I said, the question is, as you say, ridiculous. Still, as we are near the spot at which 
we may see the truth in the clearest manner with our own eyes, let us not faint by the way. 

Certainly not, he replied. 

Come up hither, I said, and behold the various forms of vice, those of them, I mean, 
which are worth looking at. 


> 
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I am following you, he replied: proceed. 

I said, The argument seems to have reached a height from which, as from some tower 
of speculation, a man may look down and see that virtue is one, but that the forms of vice 
are innumerable; there being four special ones which are deserving of note. | 

What do you mean? he said. 

I mean, I replied, that there appear to be as many forms of the soul as there are distinct 
forms of the State. 

How many? 

There are five of 1 the State, and five of | the soul, I said. 

What are they? 

The first, I said, is that which we have been describing, and which may be said to have 
two names, monarchy and aristocracy, accordingly as rule is exercised by one distinguished 
man or by many. 

True, he replied. 

But I regard the two names as describing one form only; for whether the government 
is in the hands of one or many, if the governors have been trained in the manner which we 
have supposed, the fundamental laws of the State will be maintained. 


That is true, he replied. 
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. We were saying, as you will remember, that they {the rulers} were to be lovers of 
their country, tried by the test of pleasures and pains, and neither in hardships, nor in dan- 
gers, nor at any other critical moment were to lose their patriotism—he was to be rejected 
who failed, but he who always came forth pure, like gold tried in the refiner’s fire, was to 
be made a ruler, and to receive honours and rewards in life and after death. This was the 
sort of thing which was being said, and then the argument turned aside and veiled her 
face; not liking to stir the question which has now arisen. 

I perfectly remember, he said. 

Yes, my friend, I said, and I then shrank from hazarding the bold word; but now let 
me dare to say—that the perfect guardian must be a philosopher. 

Yes, he said, let that be affirmed. 

And do not suppose that there will be many of them; for the > gifts which were deemed 


by us to be essential rarely grow together; they are mostly found in shreds and patches. 
~ What do you mean? he said. 


You are aware, I replied, that quick intelligence, memory, sagacity, cleverness, and simi- 

oa B sa -A em git 

lar qualities, do not often grow together, and that persons who possess them and are at the 
same time high-spirited and magnanimous are not so constituted by nature as to live or- 
derly and in a peaceful and settled manner; they are driven any way by their impulses, and 


all solid principle goes out of them. 

On the other hand, those steadfast natures which can better be depended upon, which 
in a battle are impregnable to fear and immovable, are equally immovable when there is 
anything to be learned; they are always in a torpid state, and are apt to yawn and go to 
sleep over any intellectual toil. 

Quite true. 

And yet we were saying that both qualities were necessary in those to whom the higher 
education is to be imparted, and who are to share in any office or command. 
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Certainly, he said. 

And will they be a class which is rarely found? 

Yes, indeed. 

Then the aspirant must not only be tested in these labours and dangers and pleasures 
which we mentioned before, but there is another kind of probation which we did not men- 
tion—he must be exercised also in many kinds of knowledge, to see whether the soul-will 
be able to endure the highest of all, or will faint under them, as in any other studies and 
exercises. 

Yes, he said, you are quite right in testing him. But what do you mean by the highest 
of all knowledge? 

You may remember, I said, that we divided the soul into three parts; and distinguished 
the several natures of justice, temperance, courage, and wisdom? 

Indeed, he said, if I had forgotten, I should not deserve to hear more. 

And do you remember the word of caution which preceded the discussion of them? 

To what do you refer? 

We were saying, if I am not mistaken, that he who wanted to see them in their perfect 
beauty must take a longer and more circuitous way, at the end of which they would ap- 
pear; but that we could add on a popular exposition of them on a level with the discus- 
sion which had preceded. And you replied that such an exposition would be enough for 
you, and so the enquiry was continued in what to me seemed to be a very inaccurate man- 
ner; whether you were satisfied or not, it is for you to say. 

Yes, he said, I thought and the others thought that you gave us a fair measure of truth. 

But, my friend, I said, a measure of such things which in any degree falls short of the 
whole truth is not fair measure; for nothing imperfect is the measure of anything, although 
persons are too apt to be contented and think that they need search no further. 

Not an uncommon case when people are indolent. 

Yes, I said; and there cannot be any worse fault in a guardian of the State and of the laws. 

True. 

The guardian then, I said, must be required to take the longer circuit, and coil at learn- 
ing as well as at gymnastics, or he will never reach the highest knowledge of all which, as 
we were just now saying, is his proper calling. a a er ny 

What, he said, is there.a knowledge-still higher than .this—higher than justice and the 

other virtues? 
Yes, I said, there is. And the virtues too we must behold not the outline merely, as at 
present—nothing short of the most finished picture should satisfy us. When little things 
are elaborated with an infinity of pains, in order that they may appear in their full beauty 
and utmost clearness, how ridiculous that we should not think the highest truths worthy 
of attaining the highest accuracy! 

A right noble thought; but do you suppose that we shall refrain from asking you what 
is this highest knowledge? 

Nay, I said, ask if you will; but I am certain that you have heard the answer many times, 
and now you either do not understand me or, as I rather think, you are disposed to be trou- 
blesome; for you have often been told that the idea of good is the highest knowledge, and 
that all other things become_useful and advantageous only by their use of this. You can 
hardly be ignorant chat of this I was about to speak, concerning which, as you have often 
heard me say, we know so little; and, without which, any other knowledge or possession 
of any kind will profit us nothing. Do you think that the possession of all other things ts 
of any value if we do not possess the good? or the knowledge of all other chings if we have 
no knowledge of beauty and goodness? 
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Assuredly not. 

You are further aware that most people affirm pleasure to be the good, but the finer sort 
of Wits say it is Knowe pe Ee = re =e a 
ie a a 

And you are aware too that the latter cannot explain what they mean by knowledge, 
but are obliged after all to say knowledge of the good? 

How ridiculous! 

Yes, I said, that they should begin by reproaching us with our ignorance of the good, 
and then presume our knowledge of it—for the good they define to be knowledge of the 
good, just as if we understood them when they use the term ‘good’—this is of course 
ridiculous. 

Most true, he said. 

And those who make pleasure their good are in equal perplexity; for they are compelled 
to admit that there are bad pleasures as well as good. 


Certainly. 
And therefore to acknowledge that bad and good are the same? 
Tre 


There can be no doubt about the numerous difficulties in which this question is in- 
volved. 

Titerescanshe none: 

Further, do we not see that many are willing to do or to have or to seem to be what is 
just and honourable without the reality; but no one is satisfied with the appearance of 
good—the reality is what they seek; in the case of the good, appearance is despised by 
every-one. 

Very true, he said. 

Of this then, which every soul of man pursues and makes the end of all his actions, hav- 
ing a presentiment that there is such an end, and yet hesitating because neither knowing 
the nature nor having the same assurance of this as of other things, and therefore losing 
whatever good there is in other things,—of a principle such and so great as this ought the 
best men in our State, to whom everything is entrusted, to be in the darkness of igno- 
rance? 

Certainly not, he said. 

I am sure, I said, that he who does not know how the beautiful and the just are like- 
wise good will be but a sorry guardian of them; and I suspect that no one who is ignorant 
of the good will have a true knowledge of them. 

That, he said, is a shrewd suspicion of yours. 

And if we only have a guardian who has this knowledge our State will be perfectly or- 
dered? 

Of course, he replied; but I wish that you would tell me whether you conceive this 
supreme principle of the good to be knowledge or pleasure, or different from either? 

Aye, I said, I knew all along that a fastidious gentleman like you would not be con- 
tented with the thoughts of other people about these matters. 

True, Socrates; but I must say that one who like you has passed a lifetime in the study 
of philosophy should not be always repeating the opinions of others, and never telling his 
own. 

Well, but has any one a right to say positively what he does not know? 

Nor, he said, with the assurance of positive certainty; he has no right to do that: but 
he may say what he thinks, as a matter of opinion. 


And do you not know, I said, that all mere opinions are bad, and the best of them blind? 
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You would not deny that those who have any true notion without intelligence are only 
like blind men who feel their way along the road? i 

Very true. 

And do you wish to behold what is blind and crooked and base, when others will tell 
you of brightness and beauty? 

Still, I must implore you, Socrates, said Glaucon, not to turn away just as you are reach- 
ing the goal; if you will only give such an explanation of the good as you have already 
given of justice and temperance and the other virtues, we shall be satisfied. 

Yes, my friend, and I shall be at least equally satisfied, but I cannot help fearing that I 
shall fail, and that my indiscreet zeal will bring ridicule upon me. No, sweet sirs, let us 
not at present ask what is the actual nature of the good, for to reach what is now in my 
thoughts would be an effort too great for me. But of the child of the good who is likest 
him, I would fain speak, if I could be sure that you wished to hear—otherwise, not. 

By all means, he said, tell us about the child, and you shall remain in our debt for the 
account of the parent. 

I do indeed wish, I replied, that I could pay, and you receive, the account of the parent, 
and not, as now, of the offspring only; take, however, this latter by way of interest, and at 
the same time have a care that I do not render a false account, although | have no inten- 
tion of deceiving you. 

Yes, we will take all the care that we can: proceed. 

Yes, I said, but I must first come to an understanding with you, and remind you of what 
I have mentioned in the course of this discussion, and at many other times. 

What? 

The old story, that there is a many beautiful and a many good, and so of other things 
which we describe and define; to all of them ‘many’ is applied. 

True, he said. 

And there is an absolute_beauty and an absolute good, and of other things to which the 
term ‘many’ is applied there is an absolute; for they may be brought under a single idea, 
which is called the essence of each. 

Very true. 

The many, as we say, are seen but not known, and the ideas are known but not seen. 

Exactly. 

And what is the organ with which we see the visible things? 

The sight, he said. 

And with the hearing, I said, we hear, and with the other senses perceive the other ob- 
jects of sense? 

Tiue. 

But have you remarked that sight is by far the most costly and complex piece of work- 
manship which the artificer of the senses ever contrived? 

No, I never have, he said. 

Then reflect: has the ear or voice need of any third or additional nature in order that 
the one may be able to hear and the other to be heard? 

Nothing of the sort. 

No, indeed, I replied; and the same is true of most, if not all, the other senses—you 
would not say that any of them requires such an addition? 

Certainly not. 

But you see that without the addition of some other nature there is no seeing or being 
seen? 

How do you mean? 
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Sight being, as I conceive, in the eyes, and he who has eyes wanting to see; colour being 
also present in them, still unless there be a third nature specially adapted to the purpose, 
the owner of the eyes will see nothing and the colours will be invisible. 

Of what nature are you speaking? 

Of that which you term light, I replied. 

True, he said. 

Noble, then, is the bond which links together sight and visibility, and great beyond 
other bonds by no small difference of nature; for light is their bond, and light is no igno- 
ble thing? 

Nay, he said, the reverse of ignoble. 

And which, I said, of the gods in heaven would you say was the lord of this element? 
Whose is that light which makes the eye to see perfectly and the visible to appear? 

You mean the sun, as you and all mankind say. 

May not the relation of sight to this deity be described as follows? 

How? 

Neither sight nor the eye in which sight resides is the sun? 

No. 

Yet of all the organs of sense the eye is the most like the sun? 

By far the most like. 

And the power which the eye possesses is a sort of effluence which is dispensed from 
the sun? 

Exactly. 

Then the sun is not sight, but the author of sight who is recognised by sight. 

True, he said. 

And this is he whom I call the child of the good, whom the good begat in his own like- 
ness, to be in the visible world, in relation to sight and the things of sight, what the good 
is in the intellectual world in relation to mind and the things of mind. 

Will you be a little more explicit? he said. 

Why, you know, I said, that the eyes, when a person directs them towards objects on 
which the light of day is no longer shining, but the moon and stars only, see dimly, and 
are nearly blind; they seem to have no clearness of vision in them? 

Very true. 

But when they are directed towards objects on which the sun shines, they see clearly 
and there is sight in them? 

Certainly. 

And the soul is like the eye: when resting upon that on which truth and being shine, 
the soul perceives and understands and is radiant with intelligence; but when turned to- 
wards the twilight of becoming and perishing, then she has opinion only, and goes blink- 
ing about, and is first of one opinion and then of another, and seems to have no intelligence? 

Just so. i 

Now, that which imparts truth to the known and the power of knowing.to the knower 
is what I would have you term the idea of good, and this you will deem to be the cause of 
science, and of truth in so far as the latter becomes the subject of knowledge; beautiful 
too, as are both truth and knowledge, you will be right in esteeming this other nature as 
more beautiful than either; and, as in the previous instance, light and sight may be truly 
said to be like the sun, and yet not to be the sun, so in this other sphere, science and truth 
may be deemed to be like the good, but not the good; the good has a place of honour yet 
higher. then shente 

What a wonder of beauty that must be, he said, which is the author of science and truth, 
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and yet surpasses them in beauty; for you surely cannot mean to say that pleasure is the 
good? 

God forbid, I replied; but may I ask you to consider the image in another point of view? 

In what point of view? 

You would say, would you not, that the sun is not only the author_of visibility in all 
visible things, but of generation and nourishment and growth, though he himself is not 
E eion i; oe te 

~ Certainly. 

In like manner the good may be said to be not only the author of knowledge to all 
things known, but of their being and essence, and yet the good is not essence, but far ex- 
ceeds essence in dignity and power. | 

Glaucon said, with a ludicrous earnestness: By the light of heaven, how amazing! 

Yes, I said, and the exaggeration may be set down to you; for you made me utter my 
fancies. 

And pray continue to utter them; at any rate let us hear if there is anything more to be 
said about the similitude of the sun. 

Yes, I said, there is a great deal more. 

Then omit nothing, however slight. 

I will do my best, I said; but I should think that a great deal will have to be omitted. 

You have to imagine, then, that there are two ruling powers, and that one of them is 
set over the intellectual world, the other over the visible. I do not say heaven, lest you 
‘should fancy that I am playing upon the name (oùpavóç Opatdc). May I suppose that you 
have this distinction of the visible and intelligible fixed in your mind? 

I have. 

Now take a line which has been cut into two unequal parts, and divide each of them 
again in the same proportion, and suppose the two main divisions to answer, one to the 
visible and the other to the intelligible, and then compare the subdivisions in respect of 
their clearness and want of clearness, and you will find that the first section in the sphere 
of the visible consists of images. And by images I mean, in the first place, shadows, and 
in the second place, reflections in water and in solid, smooth and polished bodies and the 
like: Do you understand? 

Yes, I understand. 

Imagine now, the other section, of which this is only the resemblance, to include the 
animals which we see, and everything that grows or is made. 

Very good. 

Would you not admit that both the sections of this division have different degrees of truth, 
and that the copy is to the original as the sphere of opinion is to the sphere of knowledge? 

Most undoubtedly. 

Next proceed to consider the manner in which the sphere of the intellectual is to be di- 
vided. 

In what manner? 

Thus:—There are two subdivisions, in the lower of which the soul uses the figures given 
by the former division as images; the enquiry can only be hypothetical, and instead of going 
upwards to a principle descends to the other end; in the higher of the two, the soul passes 
out of hypotheses, and goes up to a principle which is above hypotheses, making no use of 
images as in the former case, but proceeding only in and through the ideas themselves. 

I do not quite understand your meaning, he said. 

Then J will try again; you will understand me better when I have made some prelimi- 
nary remarks. You are aware that students of geometry, arithmetic, and the kindred sci- 
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ences assume the odd and the even and the figures and three kinds of angles and the like 
in their several branches of science; these are their hypotheses, which they and every body 
are supposed to know, and therefore they do not deign to give any account of them either 
to themselves or others; but they begin with them, and go on until they arrive at last, and 
in a consistent manner, at their conclusion? 

Yes, he said, I know. 

And do you not know also that although they make use of the visible forms and reason 
about them, they are thinking not of these, not of the ideals which they resemble; not of 
the figures which they draw, but of the absolute square and the absolute diameter, and so 
on—the forms which they draw or make, and which have shadows and reflections in water 
of their own, are converted by them into images, but they are really seeking to behold the 
things themselves, which can only be seen with the eye of the mind? 

That is crue. 

And of this kind I spoke as the intelligible, although in the search after it the soul is 
compelled to use hypotheses; not ascending to a first principle, because she is unable to 
rise above the region of hypothesis, but employing the objects of which the shadows below 
are resemblances in their turn as images, they having in relation to the shadows and re- 
flections of them a greater distinctness, and therefore a higher value. 

I understand, he said, that you are speaking of the province of geometry and the sister 
arts. 

And when I speak of the other division of the intelligible, you will understand me to 
speak of that other sort ort of knowledge w which reason herself attains by the power of dialec- 
tic, using the hypotheses not as first principles, s, but only as hypotheses—that is to say, as 
steps and points of departure into a world which is above hypotheses, in order that she 
may soar beyond them to the first principle of the whole; and clinging to this and then to 
that which depends on this, by successive steps she descends again without the aid of any 
sensible object, from ideas, through ideas, and in ideas she ends. 

I understand you, he replied; not perfectly, for you seem to me to be describing a task 
which is really tremendous; but, at any rate, I understand you to say that knowledge and 
being, which the science of dialectic contemplates, are clearer than the notions of the arts, 
as they are termed, which proceed from hypotheses only: these are also contemplated by 
the understanding, and not by the senses: yet, because they start from hypotheses and do 
not ascend to a principle, those who contemplate them appear to you not to exercise the 
higher reason upon them, although when a first principle is added to them they are cog- 
nizable by the higher reason. And the habit which is concerned with geometry and the 
cognate sciences I suppose that you would term understanding and not reason, as being 
intermediate between opinion and reason. 

_ You'have quite conceived my meaning, I said; and now, corresponding to these four di- 
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standing to the second, faith (or conviction) to the e third, ‘and per perception of Sidon to o the 


last—and | let there be a scale of them, and let us suppose that the several faculties have 
clearness in the same degree that their objects have truth. 
I understand, he replied, and give my assent, and accept your arrangement. 
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And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlight- 
ened:—Behold! human beings living in an underground den, which has a mouth open to- 
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wards the light and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, 
and have their legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before 
them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their heads. Above and behind 
them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners there is a raised 
way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way, like the screen which 
marionette players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets. 

I ‘see. 

And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and stat- 
ues and figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear 
over the wall? Some of them are talking, others silent. 

You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners. 

Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one 
another, which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave? 

True, he said; how could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed 
to move their heads? 

And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they would only see the shad- 
ows? 

Yes, he said. 

And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they 
were naming what was actually before them? 

Wery true. 

And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from the other side, would 
they not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice which they heard 
came from the passing shadow? 

No question, he replied. 

To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images. 

That is certain. 

And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and 
disabused of their error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly 
to stand up and turn his neck round and walk and look towards the light, he will suffer 
sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be unable to see the realities of which 
in his former state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive some one saying to him, 
that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to 
being and his eye is turned towards more real existence, he has a clearer vision.—what will 
be his reply? And you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects 
as they pass and requiring him to name them,—will he not be perplexed? Will he noc 
fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which are now 
shown to him? 

Far truer. 

And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain in his eyes 
which will make him turn away to take refuge in the objects of vision which he can see, 
and which he will conceive to be in reality clearer than the things which are now being 
shown to him? 

True, he said. 

And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, 
and held fast until he is forced into the presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be 
pained and irritated? When he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled, and he will 
not be able to see anything at all of what are now called realities. 

Not all in a moment, he said. 
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He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And first he will 
see the shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then 
the objects themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and the 
spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars by night better than the sun or the 
light of the sun by day? 

Certainly. 

Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him in the water, 
but he will see him in his own proper place, and not in another; and he will contemplate 
him as he is. 

Certainly. 

He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the years, and is 
the guardian of all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the cause of all things 
which he and his fellows have been accustomed to behold? 

Clearly, he said, he would first see the sun and then reason about him. 

And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den and his fel- 
low-prisoners, do you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity 
them? 

Certainly, he would. 

And if they were in the habit of conferring honours among themselves on those who 
were quickest to observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went before, 
and which followed after, and which were together; and who were therefore best able to 
draw conclusions as to the future, do you think that he would care for such honours and 
glories, or envy the possessors of them? Would he not say with Homer, 


‘Better to be the poor servant of a poor master,’ 


and to endure anything, rather than think as they do and live after their manner? 

Yes, he said, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these false no- 
tions and live in this miserable manner. 

Imagine once more, I said, such an one coming suddenly out of the sun to be replaced 
in his old situation; would he not be certain to have his eyes full of darkness? 

To be sure, he said. 

And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the shadows with the 
prisoners who had never moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and before 
his eyes had become steady (and the time which would be needed to acquire this new habit 
of sight might be very considerable), would he not be ridiculous? Men would say of him 
that up he went and down he came without his eyes; and that it was better not even to 
think of ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and lead him up to the light, let 
them only catch the offender, and they would put him to death. 

No question, he said. 

This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous argu- 
ment; the prison-house is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will 
not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into 
the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at your desire, I have ex- 
pressed—whether rightly or wrongly God knows. But, whether true or false, my opinion 
is that in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with 
an effort; and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful 
and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immedi- 
ate source of reason and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which 
he who would act rationally either in public or private life must have his eye fixed. 
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I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand you. 

Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those who attain to this beatific vision are 
unwilling to descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the upper 
world where they desire to dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural, if our allegory may 
be trusted. 

Yes, very natural. 

And is there anything surprising in one who passes from divine contemplations to the 
evil state of man, misbehaving himself in a ridiculous manner; if, while his eyes are blink- 
ing and before he has become accustomed to the surrounding darkness, he is compelled to 
fight in courts of law, or in other places, about the images or the shadows of images of jus- 
tice, and is endeavouring to meet the ainos of those who have never yet seen ab- 
solute justice? 

Anything but surprising, he replied. 

Any one who has common sense will remember that the bewilderments of the eyes are 
of two kinds, and arise from two causes, either from coming out of the light or from going 
into the light, which is true of the mind’s eye, quite as much as of the bodily eye; and he 
who remembers this when he sees any one whose vision is perplexed and weak, will not 
be too ready to laugh; he will first ask whether that soul of man has come out of the 
brighter life, and is unable to see because unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from 
darkness to the day is dazzled by excess of light. And he will count the one happy in his 
condition and state of being, and he will pity the other; or, if he have a mind to laugh at 
the soul which comes from below into the light, there will be more reason in this than in 
the laugh which greets him who returns from above out of the light into the den. 

That, he said, is a very just distinction. 

But then, if I am right, certain professors of education must be wrong when they say 
that they can put a knowledge into the soul which was not there before, like sight into 
blind eyes. 

They undoubtedly say this, he replied. 

Whereas, our argument shows that the power and capacity of learning exists in the soul 
_already; and that just as the eye was unable to turn from darkness to light without the | 


whole body, so too the instrument of knowledge can only by the movement of the whole | 


soul be turned from the world of becoming into that of being, and learn by degrees to en- 
dure the sight of being, and of the brightest and best of being, or in other words, of the} 
good. sy 

Very true. 

And must there not be some art which will effect conversion in the easiest and quick- 
est manner; not implanting the faculty of sight, for that exists already, but has been curned 
in the wrong direction, and is looking away from the truth? 

Yes, he said, such an art may be presumed. 

And whereas the other so-called virtues of the soul seem to be akin to bodily qualities, 
for even when they are not originally innate they can be implanted lacer by habit and ex- 
ercise, the virtue of wisdom more than anything else contains a divine element which al- 
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ways remains, and | by this conversion is rendered useful and profitable; or, on the other 
hand, hurtful and useless. Did you never observe the narrow intelligence flashing from the 
keen eye of a clever rogue—how eager he is, how clearly his paltry soul sees the way to his 
end; he is the reverse of blind, but his keen eye-sight is forced into the service of evil, and 
he is mischievous in proportion to his cleverness? 

Very true, he said. 

But what if there had been a circumcision of such natures in the days of their youth; 
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and they had been severed from those sensual pleasures, such as eating and drinking, 
which, like leaden weights, were attached to them at their birth, and which drag them 
down and turn the vision of their souls upon the things that are below—if, I say, they had 
been released from these impediments and turned in the opposite direction, the very same 
faculty in them would have seen the truth as keenly as they see what their eyes are turned 
to now. 

Very likely. 

Yes, I said; and there is another thing which is likely, or rather a necessary inference 
from what has preceded, that neither the uneducated and uninformed of the truth, nor yet 
those who never make an end of their education, will be able ministers of State; not the 
former, because they have no single aim of duty which is the rule of all their actions, pri- 
vate as well as public; nor the latter, because they will not act at all except upon compul- 
sion, fancying that they are already dwelling apart in the islands of the blest. 

Very true, he replied. 

Then, I said, the business of us who are the founders of the State will be to compel the 
best minds to attain that knowledge which we have already shown to be the greatest of 
all—they must continue to ascend until they arrive at the good; but when they have as- 
cended and seen enough we must not allow them to do as they do now. 

What do you mean? 

I mean that they remain in the upper world: but this must not be allowed; they must 
be made to descend again among the prisoners in the den, and partake of their labours and 
honours, whether they are worth having or not. 

But is not this unjust? he said; ought we to give them a worse life, when they might 
have a better? 

You have again forgotten, my friend, I said, the intention of the legislator, who did not 
aim at making any one class in the State happy above the rest; the happiness was to be in 
the whole State, and he held the citizens together by persuasion and necessity, making 
them benefactors of the State, and therefore benefactors of one another; to this end he cre- 
ated them, not to please themselves, but to be his instruments in binding up the State. 

True, he said, I had forgotten. 

Observe, Glaucon, that there will be no injustice in compelling our philosophers to 
have a care and providence of others; we shall explain to them that in other States, men of 
their class are not obliged to share in the toils of politics: and this is reasonable, for they 
grow up at their own sweet will, and the government would rather not have them. Being 
self-taught, they cannot be expected to show any gratitude for a culture which they have 
never received. But we have brought you into the world to be rulers of the hive, kings of 
yourselves and of the other citizens, and have educated you far better and more perfectly 
than they have been educated, and you are better able to share in the double duty. Where- 
fore each of you, when his turn comes, must go down to the general underground abode, 
and get the habit of seeing in the dark. When you have acquired the habit, you will see 
ten thousand times better than the inhabitants of the den, and you will know what the 
several images are, and what they represent, because you have seen the beautiful and just 
‘and good in their truth. And thus our State which is also yours will be a reality, and not 
a dream only, and will be administered in a spirit unlike that of other States, in which men 
fight with one another about shadows only and are distracted in the struggle for power, 
which in their eyes is a great good. Whereas the truth is that the State in which the rulers 
are most reluctant to govern is always the best and most quietly governed, and the State 
in which they are most eager, the worst. 

Quite true, he replied. 
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And will our pupils, when they hear this, refuse to take their turn at the toils of State, 
when they are allowed to spend the greater part of their time with one another in the heav- 
enly light? 

Impossible, he answered; for they are just men, and the commands which we impose 
upon them are just; there can be no doubt that every one of them will take office as a stern 
necessity, and not after the fashion of our present rulers of State. 
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. . . Say then, my friend, In what manner does tyranny arise?—that it has a democratic 
origin is evident. 

Clearly. 

And does not tyranny spring from democracy in the same manner as democracy from 
oligarchy—I mean, after a sort? 

How? 

The good which oligarchy proposed to itself and the means by which it was maintained 
was excess of wealth—am I not right? 

Yes: 

And the insatiable desire of wealth and the neglect of all other things for the sake of 
money-getting was also the ruin of oligarchy? 

True. 

And democracy has her own good, of which the insatiable desire brings her to dissolu- 
tion? 

What good? 

Freedom, I replied; which, as they tell you in a democracy, is the glory of the State— 
and that therefore in a democracy alone will the freeman of nature deign to dwell. 

Yes; the saying is in every body’s mouth. 

I was going to observe, that the insatiable desire of this and the neglect of other things 
introduces the change in democracy, which occasions a demand for tyranny. 

How so? 

When a democracy which is thirsting for freedom has evil cup-bearers presiding over 
the feast, and has drunk too deeply of the strong wine of freedom, then, unless her rulers 
are very amenable and give a plentiful draught, she calls them to account and punishes 
them, and says that they are cursed oligarchs. 

Yes, he replied, a very common occurrence. 

Yes, I said; and loyal citizens are insultingly termed by her slaves who hug their chains 
and men of naught; she would have subjects who are like rulers, and rulers who are like 
subjects: these are men after her own heart, whom she praises and honours both in private 
and public. Now, in such a State, can liberty have any limit? 

Certainly not. 

By degrees the anarchy finds a way into private houses, and ends by getting among the 
animals and infecting them. 

How do you mean? 

I mean that the father grows accustomed to descend to the level of his sons and to fear 
them, and the son is on a level with his father, he having no respect or reverence for either 
of his parents; and this is his freedom, and the metic is equal with the citizen and the citi- 
zen with the metic, and the stranger is quite as good as either. 

Yes, he said, that is the way. 
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And these are not the only evils, I said—there are several lesser ones: In such a state of 
society the master fears and flatters his scholars, and the scholars despise their masters and 
tutors; young and old are all alike; and the young man is on a level with the old, and is 
ready to compete with him in word or deed; and old men condescend to the young and 
are full of pleasantry and gaiety; they are both to be thought morose and authoritative, 
and therefore they adopt the manners of the young. 

Quite true, he said. 

The last extreme of popular liberty is when the slave bought with money, whether male 
or female, is just as free as his or her purchaser; nor must I forget to tell of the liberty and 
equality of the two sexes in relation to each other. 

Why not, as Aeschylus says, utter the word which rises to our lips? 

That is what I am doing, I replied; and I must add that no one who does not know 
would believe, how much greater is the liberty which the animals who are under the do- 
minion of man have in a democracy than in any other State: for truly, the she-dogs, as the 
proverb says, are as good as their she-mistresses, and the horses and asses have a way of 
marching along with all the rights and dignities of freemen; and they will run at any body 
who comes in their way if he does not leave the road clear for them: and all things are just 
ready to burst with liberty. 

When I take a country walk, he said, I often experience what you describe. You and I 
have dreamed the same thing. 

And above all, I said, and as the result of all, see how sensitive the citizens become; they 
chafe impatiently at the least touch of authority and at length, as you know, they cease to 
care even for the laws, written or unwritten; they will have no one over them. 

Yes, he said, I know it too well. 

Such, my friend, I said, is the fair and glorious beginning out of which springs tyranny. 

Glorious indeed, he said. But what is the next step? 

The ruin of oligarchy is the ruin of democracy; the same disease magnified and inten- 
sified by liberty overmasters democracy—the truth being that the excessive increase of 
anything often causes a reaction in the opposite direction; and this is the case not only in 
the seasons and in vegetable and animal life, but above all in forms of government. 

Tre. 

The excess of liberty, whether in States or individuals, seems only to pass into excess of 
slavery. 

Yes, the natural order. 

And so tyranny naturally arises out of democracy, and the most aggravated form of 
tyranny and slavery out of the most extreme form of liberty? 

As we might expect. 

That, however, was not, as I believe, your question—you rather desired to know what 
is that disorder which is generated alike in oligarchy and democracy, and is the ruin of 
both? 

Just so, he replied. 

Well, I said, I meant to refer to the class of idle spendthrifts, of whom the more coura- 
geous are the leaders and the more timid the followers, the same whom we were compar- 
ing to drones, some stingless, and others having stings. 

A very just comparison. 

These two classes are the plagues of every city in which they are generated, being what 
phlegm and bile are to the body. And the good physician and lawgiver of the State ought, 
like the wise bee-master, to keep them at a distance and prevent, if possible, their ever 
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coming in; and if they have anyhow found a way in, then he should have them and their 
cells cut out as speedily as possible. 

Yes, by all means, he said. 

Then, in order that we may see clearly what we are doing, let us imagine democracy to 
be divided, as indeed it is, into three classes; for the first place freedom creates rather more 
drones in the democratic than there were in the oligarchical State. 

That is true. 

And in the democracy they are certainly more intensified. 

How so? 

Because in the oligarchical State they are disqualified and driven from office, and there- 
fore they cannot train or gather strength; whereas in a democracy they are almost the en- 
tire ruling power, and while the keener sort speak and act, the rest keep buzzing about the 
bema and do not suffer a word to be said on the other side; hence in democracies almost 
everything is managed by the drones. 

Very true, he said. 

Then there is another class which is always being severed from the mass. 

What is that? 

They are the orderly class, which in a nation of traders is sure to be the richest. 

Naturally so. 

They are the most squeezable persons and yield the largest amount of honey to the 
drones. 

Why, he said, there is little to be squeezed out of people who have little. 

And this is called the wealthy class, and the drones feed upon them. 

That is pretty much the case, he said. 

The people are a third class, consisting of those who work with their own hands; they 
are not politicians, and have not much to live upon. This, when assembled, is the largest 
and most powerful class in a democracy. 

True, he said; but then the multitude is seldom willing to congregate unless they get 
a little honey. 

And do they not share? I said. Do not their leaders deprive the rich of their estates and 
distribute chem among the people; at the same time taking care to reserve the larger part 
for themselves? 

Why, yes, he said, to that extent the people do share. 

And the persons whose property is taken from them are compelled to defend themselves 
before the people as they best can? 

What else can they do? 

And then, although they may have no desire of change, the others charge them with 
plotting against the people and being friends of oligarchy? 

True: 

And the end is that when they see the people, not of their own accord, but through ig- 
norance, and because they are deceived by informers, seeking to do them wrong, then at 
last they are forced to become oligarchs in reality; they do not wish to be, but the sting of 
the drones torments them and breeds revolution in them. 

That is exactly the truth. 

Then come impeachments and judgments and trials of one another. 

‘Tout, 

The people have always some champion whom they set over them and nurse into 
greatness. 
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Yes, that is their way. 

This and no other is the root from which a tyrant springs; when he first appears above 
ground he is a protector. 

Yes, that is quite clear. 

How then does a protector begin to change into a tyrant? Clearly when he does what 
the man is said to do in the tale of the Arcadian temple of Lycaean Zeus. 

Whar tale? 

The tale is that he who has tasted the entrails of a single human victim minced up with 
the entrails of other victims is destined to become a wolf. Did you never hear it? 

O yes. 

And the protector of the people is like him; having a mob entirely at his disposal, he 
is not restrained from shedding the blood of kinsmen; by the favourite method of false ac- 
cusation he brings them into court and murders them, making the life of man to disap- 
pear, and with unholy tongue and lips tasting the blood of his fellow citizen; some he kills 
and others he banishes, at the same time hinting at the abolition of debts and partition of 
lands: and after this, what will be his destiny? Must he not either perish at the hands of 
his enemies, or from being a man become a wolf—that is, a tyrant? 

Inevitably. 

This, I said, is he who begins to make a party against the rich? 

The same. 

After a while he is driven out, but comes back, in spite of his enemies, a tyrant full 
grown. 

That is clear. 

And if they are unable to expel him, or to get him condemned to death by a public ac- 
cusation, they conspire to assassinate him. 

Yes, he said, that is their usual way. 

Then comes the famous request for a body-guard, which is the device of all those who 
have got thus far in their tyrannical career—‘Let not the people’s friend,’ as they say, ‘be 
lost to them.’ 

Exactly. 

The people readily assent; all their fears are for him—they have none for themselves. 

Very true. 

And when a man who is wealthy and is also accused of being an enemy of the people 
sees this, then, my friend, as the oracle said to Croesus, 


‘By pebbly Hermus’ shore he flees and rests not, and is not ashamed to be a coward.” 


And quite right too, said he, for if he were, he would never be ashamed again. 

But if he is caught he dies. 

Of course. 

And he, the protector of whom we spoke, is to be seen, not ‘larding the plain’ with his 
bulk, but himself the overthrower of many, standing up in the chariot of State with the 
reins in his hand, no longer protector, but tyrant absolute. 

No doubt, he said. 

And now let us consider the happiness of the man, and also of the State in which a crea- 
ture like him is generated. 

Yes, he said, let us consider chat. 

At first, in the early days of his power, he is full of smiles, and he salutes every one 
whom he meets;—he to be called a tyrant, who is making promises in public and also in 
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private! liberating debtors, and distributing land to the people and his followers, and 
wanting to be so kind and good to every one! 

Of course, he said. 

But when he has disposed of foreign enemies by conquest or treaty, and there is noth- 
ing to fear from them, then he is always stirring up some war or other, in order that the 
people may require a leader. 

To be sure. 

Has he not also another object, which is that they may be impoverished by payment of 
taxes, and thus compelled to devote themselves to their daily wants and therefore less 
likely to conspire against him? 

Clearly. 

And if any of them are suspected by him of having notions of freedom, and of resistance 
to his authority, he will have a good pretext for destroying them by placing them at the 
mercy of the enemy; and for all these reasons the tyrant must be always getting up a war. 

He must. 

Now he begins to grow unpopular. 

A necessary result. 

Then some of those who joined in setting him up, and who are in power, speak their 
minds to him and to one another, and the more courageous of them cast in his teeth what 
is being done. 

Yes, that may be expected. 

And the tyrant, if he means to rule, must get rid of them; he cannot stop while he has 
a friend or an enemy who is good for anything. 

He cannot. 

And therefore he must look about him and see who is valiant, who is high-minded, who 
is wise, who is wealthy; happy man, he is the enemy of them all, and must seek occasion 
against them whether he will or no, until he has made a purgation of the State. 

Yes, he said, and a rare purgation. 

Yes, I said, not the sort of purgation which the physicians make of the body; for they 
take away the worse and leave the better part, but he does the reverse. 

If he is to rule, I suppose that he cannot help himself. 

What a blessed alternative, I said:—to be compelled to dwell only with the many bad, 
and to be by them hated, or not to live at all! 

Yes, that is the alternative. 

And the more detestable his actions are to the citizens the more satellites and the 
greater devotion in them will he require? 

Certainly. 

And who are the devoted band, and where will he procure them? 

They will flock to him, he said, of their own accord, if he pays them. 

By the dog! I said, here are more drones, of every sort and from every land. 

Yes, he said, there are. 

But will he not desire to get them on the spot? 

How do you mean? 

He will rob the citizens of their slaves; he will then set them free and enroll them in 
his body-guard. 

To be sure, he said; and he will be able to trust them best of all. 

What a blessed creature, I said, must this tyrant be; he has put to death the others and 
has these for his trusted friends. 
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Yes, he said; they are quite of his sort. 

Yes, I said, and these are the new citizens whom he has called into existence, who ad- 
mire him and are his companions, while the good hate and avoid him. 

Of course. 

Verily, then, tragedy is a wise thing and Euripides a great tragedian. 

Why so? 

Why, because he is the author of the pregnant saying, 


‘Tyrants are wise by living with the wise; 


and he clearly meant to say that they are the wise whom the tyrant makes his companions. 

Yes, he said, and he also praises tyranny as godlike; and many other things of the same 
kind are said by him and by the other poets. 

And therefore, I said, the tragic poets being wise men will forgive us and any others 
who live after our manner if we do not receive them into our State, because they are the 
eulogists of tyranny. 

Yes, he said, those who have the wit will doubtless forgive us. 

But they will continue to go to other cities and attract mobs, and hire voices fair and 
loud and persuasive, and draw the cities over to tyrannies and democracies. 

Very true. 

Moreover, they are paid for this and receive honour—the greatest honour, as might be 
expected, from tyrants, and the next greatest from democracies; but the higher they as- 
cend our constitution hill, the more their reputation fails, and seems unable from short- 
ness of breath to proceed further. 

True. 

But we are wandering from the subject: Let us therefore return and enquire how the 
tyrant will maintain that fair and numerous and various and ever-changing army of his. 

If, he said, there are sacred treasures in the city, he will confiscate and spend them; and 
in so far as the fortunes of attainted persons may suffice, he will be able to diminish the 
taxes which he would otherwise have to impose upon the people. 

And when these fail? 

Why, clearly, he said, then he and his boon companions, whether male or female, will 
be maintained out of his father’s estate. 

You mean to say that the people, from whom he has derived his being, will maintain 
him and his companions? 

Yes, he said; they cannot help themselves. 

But what if the people fly into a passion, and aver that a grownup son ought not to be 
supported by his father, but that the father should be supported by the son? The father 
did not bring him into being, or settle him in life, in order that when his son became a 
man he should himself be the servant of his own servants and should support him and his 
rabble of slaves and companions, but that his son should protect him, and that by his help 
he might be emancipated from the government of the rich and aristocratic, as they are 
termed. And so he bids him and his companions depart, just as any other father might 
drive out of the house a riotous son and his undesirable associates. 

By heaven, he said, then the parent will discover what a monster he has been fostering 
in his bosom; and, when he wants to drive him out, he will find that he is weak and his 
son strong. 

Why, you do not mean to say that the tyrant will use violence? What! beat his father 
if he opposes him? 

Yes, he will, having first disarmed him. 
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Then he is a parricide, and a cruel guardian of an aged parent; and this is real tyranny, 
about which there can be no longer a mistake: as the saying is, the people who would es- 
cape the smoke which is the slavery of freemen, has fallen into the fire which is the tyranny 
of slaves. Thus liberty, getting out of all order and reason, passes into the harshest and bit- 
terest form of slavery. 

True, he said. 

Very well; and may we not rightly say that we have sufficiently discussed the nature of 
tyranny, and the manner of the transition from democracy to tyranny? 

Yes, quite enough, he said. 
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Last of all comes the tyrannical man; about whom we have once mere to ask, how is he 
formed out of the democratical? and how does he live, in happiness or in misery? 

Yes, he said, he is the only one remaining. 

There is, however, I said, a previous question which remains unanswered. 

What question? 

I do not think that we have adequately determined the nature and number of the ap- 
petites, and until this is accomplished the enquiry will always be confused. 

Well, he said, it is not too late to supply the omission. 

Very true, I said; and observe the point which I want to understand: Certain of the un- 
necessary pleasures and appetites I conceive to be unlawful; every one appears to have 
them, but in some persons they are controlled by the laws and by reason, and the better 
desires prevail over them—either they are wholly banished or they become few and weak; 
while in the case of others they are stronger, and there are more of them. 

Which appetites do you mean? 

I mean those which are awake when the reasoning and human and ruling power is 
asleep; then the wild beast within us, gorged with meat or drink, starts up and having 
shaken off sleep, goes forth to satisfy his desires; and there is no conceivable folly or 
crime—not excepting incest or any other unnatural union, or parricide, or the eating of 
forbidden food—which at such a time, when he has parted company with all shame and 
sense, a man may not be ready to commit. 

Most true, he said. 

But when a man’s pulse is healthy and temperate, and when before going to sleep he 
has awakened his rational powers, and fed them on noble thoughts and enquiries, collect- 
ing himself in meditation; after having first indulged his appetites neither too much nor 
too little, but just enough to lay them to sleep, and prevent them and their enjoyments 
and pains from interfering with the higher principle—which he leaves in the solitude of 
pure abstraction, free to contemplate and aspire to the knowledge of the unknown, 
whether in past, present, or future: when again he has allayed the passionate element, if 
he has a quarrel against any one—I say, when, after pacifying the two irrational principles, 
he rouses up the third, which is reason, before he takes his rest, then, as you know, he at- 
tains truth most nearly, and is least likely to be the sport of fantastic and lawless visions. 

I quite agree. 

In saying this I have been running into a digression; but the point which I desire to 
note is that in all of us, even in good men, there is a lawless wild-beast nature, which peers 
out in sleep. Pray, consider whether I am right, and you agree with me. 

ies, Jlagtee, 
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And now remember the character which we attributed to the democratic man. He was 
supposed from his youth upwards to have been trained under a miserly parent, who en- 
couraged the saving appetites in him, but discountenanced the unnecessary, which aim 
only at amusement and ornament? 

True. 

And then he got into the company of a more refined, licentious sort of people, and tak- 
ing to all their wanton ways rushed into the opposite extreme from an abhorrence of his 
father’s meanness. At last, being a better man than his corruptors, he was drawn in both 
directions until he halted midway and led a life, not of vulgar and slavish passion, but of 
what he deemed moderate indulgence in various pleasures. After this manner the demo- 
crat was generated out of the oligarch? 

Yes, he said; that was our view of him, and is so still. 

And now, I said, years will have passed away, and you must conceive this man, such as 
he is, to have a son, who is brought up in his father’s principles. 

I can imagine him. 

Then you must further imagine the same thing to happen to the son which has already 
happened to the father:—he is drawn into a perfectly lawless life, which by his seducers is 
termed perfect liberty; and his father and friends take part with his moderate desires, and 
the opposite party assist the opposite ones. As soon as these dire magicians and tyrant- 
makers find that they are losing their hold on him, they contrive to implant in him a mas- 
ter passion, to be lord over his idle and spendthrift lusts—a sort of monstrous winged 
drone—that is the only image which will adequately describe him. 

Yes, he said, that is the only adequate image of him. 

And when his other lusts, amid clouds of incense and perfumes and garlands and wines, 
and all the pleasures of a dissolute life, now let loose, come buzzing around him, nourish- 
ing to the utmost the sting of desire which they implant in his drone-like nature, then at 
last this lord of the soul, having Madness for the captain of his guard, breaks out into a 
frenzy; and if he finds in himself any good opinions or appetites in process of formation, 
and there is in him any sense of shame remaining, to these better principles he puts an 
end, and casts them forth until he has purged away temperance and brought in madness 
to the full. 

Yes, he said, that is the way in which the tyrannical man is generated. 

And is not this the reason why of old love has been called a tyrant? 

I should not wonder. 

Further, I said, has not a drunken man also the spirit of a tyrant? 

He has. 

And you know that a man who is deranged and not right in his mind, will fancy that 
he is able to rule, not only over men, but also over the gods? 

That he will. 

And the tyrannical man in the true sense of the word comes into being when, either 
under the influence of nature, or habit, or both, he becomes drunken, lustful, passionate? 
O my friend, is not that so? 

Assuredly. 

Such is the man and such is his origin. And next, how does he live? 

Suppose, as people facetiously say, you were to tell me. 

I imagine, I said, at the next step in his progress, that there will be feasts and carousals 
and revellings and courtezans, and all that sort of thing; Love is the lord of the house 
within him, and orders all the concerns of his soul. 

That is certain. 
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Yes; and every day and every night desires grow up many and formidable, and their de- 
mands are many. 

They are indeed, he said. 

His revenues, if he has any, are soon spent. 

True. 

Then comes debt and the cutting down of his property. 

Of course. 

When he has nothing left, must not his desires, crowding in the nest like young ravens, 
be crying aloud for food; and he, goaded on by them, and especially by love himself, who 
is in a manner the captain of them, is in a frenzy, and would fain discover whom he can 
defraud or despoil of his property, in order that he may gratify them? 

Yes, that is sure to be the case. | 

He must have money, no matter how, if he is to escape horrid pains and pangs. 

He must. 

And as in himself there was a succession of pleasures, and the new got the better of the 
old and took away their rights, so he being younger will claim to have more than his fa- 
ther and his mother, and if he has spent his own share of the property, he will take a slice 
of theirs. 

No doubt he will. 

And if his parents will not give way, then he will try first of all to cheat and deceive 
them. 

Very true. 

And if he fails, then he will use force and plunder them. 

Yes, probably. 

And if the old man and woman fight for their own, what then, my friend? Will the 
creature feel any compunction at tyrannizing over them? 

Nay, he said, I should not feel at all comfortable about his parents. 

But, O heavens! Adeimantus, on account of some new-fangled love of a harlot, who is 
anything but a necessary connection, can you believe that he would strike the mother who 
is his ancient friend and necessary to his very existence, and would place her under the au- 
thority of the other, when she is brought under the same roof with her; or chat, under like 
circumstances, he would do the same to his withered old father, first and most indispens- 
able of friends, for the sake of some newly-found blooming youth who is the reverse of in- 
dispensable? 

Yes, indeed, he said; I believe that he would. 

Truly, then, I said, a tyrannical son is a blessing to his father and mother. 

He is indeed, he replied. 

He first takes their property, and when that fails, and pleasures are beginning to swarm 
in the hive of his soul, then he breaks into a house, or steals the garments of some nightly 
wayfarer; next he proceeds to clear a temple. Meanwhile the old opinions which he had 
when a child, and which gave judgment about good and evil, are overthrown by those oth- 
ers which have just been emancipated, and are now the body-guard of love and share his 
empire. These in his democratic days, when he was still subject to the laws and to his fa- 
ther, were only let loose in the dreams of sleep. But now that he is under che dominion of 
Love, he becomes always and in waking reality what he was then very rarely and in a dream 
only; he will commit the foulest murder, or eat forbidden food, or be guilty of any other 
horrid act. Love is his tyrant, and lives lordly in him and lawlessly, and being himself a 
king, leads him on, as a tyrant leads a State, to the performance of any reckless deed by 
which he can maintain himself and the rabble of his associates, whether those whom evil 
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communications have brought in from without, or those whom he himself has allowed to 
break loose with him by reason of a similar evil nature in himself. Have we not here a pic- 
ture of his way of life? 

Yes, indeed, he said. 

And if there are only a few of them in the State, and the rest of the people are well dis- 
posed, they go away and become the bodyguard or mercenary soldiers of some other tyrant 
who may probably want them for a war; and if there is no war, they stay at home and do 
many little pieces of mischief in the city. 

What sort of mischief? 

For example, they are the thieves, burglars, cut-purses, footpads, robbers of temples, 
man-stealers of the community; or if they are able to speak they turn informers, and bear 
false witness, and take bribes. 

A small catalogue of evils, even if the perpetrators of them are few in number. 

Yes, I said; but small and great are comparative terms, and all these things, in the mis- 
ery and evil which they inflict upon a State, do not come within a thousand miles of the 
tyrant; when this noxious class and their followers grow numerous and become conscious 
of their strength, assisted by the infatuation of the people, they choose from among them- 
selves the one who has most of the tyrant in his own soul, and him they create their tyrant. 

Yes, he said, and he will be the most fit to be a tyrant. 

If the people yield, well and good; but if they resist him, as he began by beating his own 
father and mother, so now, if he has the power, he beats them, and will keep his dear old 
fatherland or motherland, as the Cretans say, in subjection to his young retainers whom he 
has introduced to be their rulers and masters. This is the end of his passions and desires. 

Exactly. 

When such men are only private individuals and before they get power, this is their 
character; they associate entirely with their own flatterers or ready tools; or if they want 
anything from anybody, they in their turn are equally ready to bow down before them: 
they profess every sort of affection for them; but when they have gained their point they 
know them no more. 

Yes, truly. 

They are always either the masters or servants and never the friends of anybody; the 
tyrant never tastes of true freedom or friendship. 

Certainly not. 

And may we not rightly call such men treacherous? 

No question. 

Also they are utterly unjust, if we were right in our notion of justice? 

Yes, he said, and we were perfectly right. 

Let us then sum up in a word, I said, the character of the worst man: he is the waking 
reality of what we dreamed. 

Most true. 

And this is he who being by nature most of a tyrant bears rule, and the longer he lives 
the more of a tyrant he becomes. 

That is certain, said Glaucon, taking his turn to answer. 

And will not he who has been shown to be the wickedest, be also the most miserable? 
and he who has tyrannized longest and most, most continually and truly miserable; al- 
though this may not be the opinion of men in general? 

Yes, he said, inevitably. 

And must not the tyrannical man be like the tyrannical State, and the democratical man 
like the democratical State; and the same of the others? 
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Certainly. 

And as State is to State in virtue and happiness, so is man in relation to man? 

To be sure. 

Then comparing our original city, which was under a king, and the city which is under 
a tyrant, how do they stand as to virtue? 

They are the opposite extremes, he said, for one is the very best and the other is the 
very worst. 

There can be no mistake, I said, as to which is which, and therefore I will at once en- 
quire whether you would arrive at a similar decision about their relative happiness and 
misery. And here we must not allow ourselves to be panic-stricken at the apparition of the 
tyrant, who is only a unit and may perhaps have a few retainers about him; but let us go 
as we ought into every corner of the city and look all about, and then we will give our 
opinion. 

A fair invitation, he replied; and I see, as every one must, that a tyranny is the wretch- 
edest form of government, and the rule of a king the happiest. 

And in estimating the men too, may I not fairly make a like request, that I should have 
a judge whose mind can enter into and see through human nature? he must not be like a 
child who looks at the outside and is dazzled at the pompous aspect which the tyrannical 
nature assumes to the beholder, but let him be one who has a clear insight. May I suppose 
that the judgment is given in the hearing of us all by one who is able to judge, and has 
dwelt in the same place with him, and been present at his daily life and known him in his 
family relations, where he may be seen stripped of his tragedy attire, and again in the hour 
of public danger—he shall tell us about the happiness and misery of the tyrant when com- 
pared with other men? 

That again, he said, is a very fair proposal. 

Shall I assume that we ourselves are able and experienced judges and have before now 
met with such a person? We shall then have some one who will answer our enquiries. 

By all means. 

Let me ask you not to forget the parallel of the individual and the State; bearing this 
in mind, and glancing in turn from one to the other of them, will you tell me their re- 
spective conditions? 

What do you mean? he asked. 

Beginning with the State, I replied, would you say that a city which is governed by a 
tyrant is free or enslaved? 

No city, he said, can be more completely enslaved. 

And yet, as you see, there are freemen as well as masters in such a State? 

Yes, he said, I see that there are—a few; but the people, speaking generally, and the 
best of them are miserably degraded and enslaved. 

Then if the man is like the State, I said, must not the same rule prevail? his soul is full 
of meanness and vulgarity—the best elements in him are enslaved; and there is a small 
ruling parc, which is also the worst and maddest. 

Inevitably. 

And would you say that the soul of such an one is the soul of a freeman, or of a slave? 

He has the soul of a slave, in my opinion. 

And the State which is enslaved under a tyrant is utterly incapable of acting voluntarily? 

Utterly incapable. 

And also the soul which is under a tyrant (I am speaking of the soul taken as a whole) 
is least capable of doing what she desires; there is a gadfly which goads her, and she ts full 
of trouble and remorse? 
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Certainly. 

And is the city which is under a tyrant rich or poor? 

Poor. 

And the tyrannical soul must be always poor and insatiable? 

True. 

And must not such a State and such a man be always full of fear? 

Yes, indeed. 

Is there any State in which you will find more of lamentation and sorrow and groaning 
and pain? 

Certainly not. 

And is there any man in whom you will find more of this sort of misery than in the 
tyrannical man, who is in a fury of passions and desires? 

Impossible. 

Reflecting upon these and similar evils, you held the tyrannical State to be the most 
miserable of States? 

And I was right, he said. 

Certainly, I said. And when you see the same evils in the tyrannical man, what do you 
say of him? 

I say that he is by far the most miserable of all men. 

There, I said, I think that you are beginning to go wrong. 

What do you mean? 

I do not think that he has as yet reached the utmost extreme of misery. 

Then who is more miserable? 

One of whom I am about to speak. 

Who is that? 

He who is of a tyrannical nature, and instead of leading a private life has been cursed 
with the further misfortune of being a public tyrant. 

From what has been said, I gather that you are right. 

Yes, I replied, but in this high argument you should be a little more certain, and 
should not conjecture only; for of all questions, this respecting good and evil is the 
greatest. 

Very true, he said. 

Let me then offer you an illustration, which may, I think, throw a light upon this sub- 
ject: 

What is your illustration? 

The case of rich individuals in cities who possess many slaves, from them you may form 
an idea of the tyrant’s condition, for they both have slaves; the only difference is that he 
has more slaves. 

Yes, that is the difference. 

You know that they live securely and have nothing to apprehend from their servants? 

What should they fear? 

Nothing. But do you observe the reason of this? 

Yes; the reason is, that the whole city is leagued together for the protection of each in- 
dividual. 

Very true, I said. But imagine one of these owners, the master say of some fifty slaves, 
together with his family and property and slaves, carried off by a god into the wilderness, 
where there are no freemen to help him—will he not be in an agony of fear lest he and his 
wife and children should be put to death by his slaves? 

Yes, he said, he will be in the utmost fear. 
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The time has arrived when he will be compelled to flatter divers of his slaves, and make 
many promises to them of freedom and other things, much against his will—he will have 
to cajole his own servants. 

Yes, he said, that will be the only way of saving himself. 

And suppose the same god, who carried him away, to surround him with neighbours 
who will not suffer one man to be the master of anocher, and who, if they could catch the 
offender, would take his life? 

His case will be still worse, if you suppose him to be everywhere surrounded and 
watched by enemies. 

And is not this the sort of prison in which the tyrant will be bound—he who being by 
nature such as we have described, is full of all sorts of fears and lusts? His soul is dainty 
and greedy, and yet alone, of all men in the city, he is never allowed to go on a journey, or 
to see the things which other freemen desire to see, but he lives in his hole like a woman 
hidden in the house, and is jealous of any other citizen who goes into foreign parts and 
sees anything of interest. 

Very true, he said. 

And amid evils such as these will not he who is ill-governed in his own person—the 
tyrannical man, I mean—whom you just now decided to be the most miserable of all— 
will not he be yet more miserable when, instead of leading a private life, he is constrained 
by fortune to be a public tyrant? He has to be master of others when he is not master of 
himself; he is like a diseased or paralytic man who is compelled to pass his life, not in re- 
tirement, but fighting and combating with other men. 

Yes, he said, the similitude is most exact. 

Is not his case utterly miserable? and does not the actual tyrant lead a worse life than 
he whose life you determined to be the worst? 

Certainly. 

He who is the real tyrant, whatever men may think, is the real slave, and is obliged to 
practise the greatest adulation and servility, and to be the flatterer of the vilest of mankind. 
He has desires which he is utterly unable to satisfy, and has more wants than any one, and 
is truly poor, if you know how to inspect the whole soul of him: all his life long he is beset 
with fear and is full of convulsions, and distractions, even as the State which he resembles: 
and surely the resemblance holds? 

Very true, he said. 

Moreover, as we were saying before, he grows worse from having power: he becomes 
and is of necessity more jealous, more faithless, more unjust, more friendless, more impi- 
ous, than he was at first; he is the purveyor and cherisher of every sort of vice, and the con- 
sequence is that he is supremely miserable, and that he makes everybody else as miserable 
as himself. 

No man of any sense will dispute your words. 

Come then, I said, and as the general umpire in theatrical contests proclaims the result, 
do you also decide who in your opinion is first in the scale of happiness, and who second, 
and in what order the others follow: there are five of them in all—they are the royal, timo- 
cratical, oligarchical, democratical, tyrannical. 

The decision will be easily given, he replied; they shall be choruses coming on the stage, 
and I must judge them in the order in which they enter, by the criterion of virtue and vice, 
happiness and misery. 

Need we hire a herald, or shall I announce, that the son of Ariston {the best} has de- 
cided that the best and justest is also the happiest, and that this is he who is the most royal 
man and king over himself, and that the worst and most unjust man is also the most mis- 
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erable. and that this is he who being the greatest tyrant of himself is also the greatest 
tyrant ot his State? 

Make the proclamation yourself, he said. 

And shall I add, ‘whether seen or unseen by gods and men’? 

Let the words be added. 

Then this, I said, will be our first proof; and there is another, which may also have some 
weight. 

What is that? 

The second proof is derived from the nature of the soul: seeing that the individual soul, 
like the State, has been divided by us into three principles, the division may, I think, fur- 
nish a new demonstration. 

Of what nature? 

[t seems to me that to these three principles three pleasures correspond; also three de- 
sires and governing powers. 

How do you mean? he said. 

There is one principle with which, as we were saying, a man learns, another with which 
he is angry; the third, having many forms, has no special name, but is denoted by the gen- 
eral term appetitive, from the extraordinary strength and vehemence of the desires of eat- 
ing and drinking and the other sensual appetites which are the main elements of it; also 
money-loving, because such desires are generally satisfied by the help of money. 

That is true, he said. 

If we were to say that the loves and pleasures of this third part were concerned with 
gain, we should then be able to fall back on a single notion; and might truly and intelli- 
gibly describe this part of che soul as loving gain or money. 

I agree with you. 

Again, is not the passionate element wholly set on ruling and conquering and getting 
fame? 

Titre: 

Suppose we call it the contentious or ambitious—would the term be suitable? 

Extremely suitable. 

On the other hand, every one sees that the principle of knowledge is wholly directed 
to the truth, and cares less than either of the others for gain or fame. 

Far less. 

‘Lover of wisdom, ‘lover of knowledge,’ are titles which we may fitly apply to that part 
of the soul? 

Certainly. 

One principle prevails in the souls of one class of men, another in others, as may hap- 
pen? 

Wes. 

Then we may begin by assuming that there are three classes of men—lovers of wisdom, 
lovers of honour, lovers of gain? 

Exactly. 

And there are three kinds of pleasure, which are their several objects? 

Very true. 

Now, if you examine the three classes of men, and ask of them in turn which of their 
lives is pleasantesc, each will be found praising his own and depreciating that of others: 
the money-maker will contrast the vanity of honour or of learning if they bring no money 
with the solid advantages of gold and silver? 
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True, he said. 

And the lover of honour—what will be his opinion? Will he not think that the plea- 
sure of riches is vulgar, while the pleasure of learning, if ic brings no distinction, is all 
smoke and nonsense to him? 

Very true. 

And are we to suppose, I said, that the philosopher sets any value on other pleasures in 
comparison with the pleasure of knowing the truth, and in that pursuit abiding, ever 
learning, not so far indeed from the heaven of pleasure? Does he not call the other plea- 
sures necessary, under the idea that if there were no necessity for them, he would rather 
not have them? 

There can be no doubt of that, he replied. 

Since, then, the pleasures of each class and the life of each are in dispute, and the ques- 
tion is not which life is more or less honourable, or better or worse, but which is the more 
pleasant or painless—how shall we know who speaks truly? 

I cannot myself tell, he said. 

Well, but what ought to be the criterion? Is any better than experience and wisdom 
and reason? 

There cannot be a better, he said. 

Then, I said, reflect. Of the three individuals, which has the greatest experience of all 
the pleasures which we enumerated? Has the lover of gain, in learning the nature of es- 
sential truth, greater experience of the pleasure of knowledge than the philosopher has of 
the pleasure of gain? 

The philosopher, he replied, has greatly the advantage; for he has of necessity always 
known the taste of the other pleasures from his childhood upwards: but the lover of gain 
in all his experience has not of necessity tasted—or, I should rather say, even had he de- 
sired, could hardly have tasted—the sweetness of learning and knowing truth. 

Then the lover of wisdom has a great advantage over the lover of gain, for he has a dou- 
ble experience? 

Yes, very great. 

Again, has he greater experience of the pleasures of honour, or the lover of honour of 
the pleasures of wisdom? 

Nay, he said, all three are honoured in proportion as they attain their object; for the 
rich man and the brave man and the wise man alike have their crowd of admirers, and as 
they all receive honour they all have experience of the pleasures of honour; but the delight 
which is to be found in the knowledge of true being is known to the philosopher only. 

His experience, then, will enable him to judge better than any one? 

Far better. 

And he is the only one who has wisdom as well as experience? 

Certainly. 

Further, the very faculty which is the instrument of judgment is not possessed by the 
covetous or ambitious man, but only by the philosopher? 

What faculty? 

Reason, with whom, as we were saying, the decision ought to rest. 

Yes. 

And reasoning is peculiarly his instrument? 

Certainly. 

If wealth and gain were the criterion, then the praise or blame of the lover of gain would 
surely be the most trustworthy? 
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Assuredly. 

Or if honour or victory or courage, in that case the judgment of the ambitious or pug- 
nacious would be the truest? 

Clearly. 

But since experience and wisdom and reason are the judges— 

The only inference possible, he replied, is that pleasures which are approved by the lover 
of wisdom and reason are the truest. 

And so we arrive at the result, that the pleasure of the intelligent part of the soul is the 
pleasantest of the three, and that he of us in whom this is the ruling principle has the 
pleasantest life. 

Unquestionably, he said, the wise man speaks with authority when he approves of his 
own life. 

And what does the judge affirm to be the life which is next, and the pleasure which is 
next? 

Clearly that of the soldier and lover of honour; who is nearer to himself than the money- 
maker. 

Last comes the lover of gain? 

Very true, he said. 

Twice in succession, then, has the just man overthrown the unjust in this conflict; and 
now comes the third trial, which is dedicated to Olympian Zeus the saviour: a sage whis- 
pers in my ear that no pleasure except that of the wise is quite true and pure—all others 
are a shadow only; and surely this will prove the greatest and most decisive of falls? 

Yes, the greatest; but will you explain yourself? 

I will work out the subject and you shall answer my questions. 

Proceed. 

Say, then, is not pleasure opposed to pain? 

True. 

And there is a neutral state which is neither pleasure nor pain? 

Therets? 

A state which is intermediate, and a sort of repose of the soul about either—that is what 
you mean? 

Yes: 

You remember what people say when they are sick? 

What do they say? 

That after all nothing is pleasanter than health. But then they never knew this to be 
the greatest of pleasures until they were ill. 

Yes, I know, he said. 

And when persons are suffering from acute pain, you must have heard them say that 
there is nothing pleasanter than to get rid of their pain? 

I have. 

And there are many other cases of suffering in which the mere rest and cessation of pain, 
and not any positive enjoyment, is extolled by them as the greatest pleasure? 

Yes, he said; at the time they are pleased and well content to be at rest. 

Again, when pleasure ceases, that sort of rest or cessation will be painful? 

Doubtless, he said. 

Then the intermediate state of rest will be pleasure and will also be pain? 

So it would seem. 

But can that which is neither become both? 
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I should say not. 

And both pleasure and pain are motions of the soul, are they not? 

Yes. 

But that which is neither was just now shown to be rest and not motion, and in a mean 
between them? 

Mes. 

How, then, can we be right in supposing that the absence of pain is pleasure, or that 
the absence of pleasure is pain? 

Impossible. 

This then 1s an appearance only and not a reality; that is to say, the rest is pleasure at 
the moment and in comparison of what is painful, and painful in comparison of what is 
pleasant; but all these representations, when tried by the test of true pleasure, are not real 
but a sort of imposition? 

That is the inference. 

Look at the other class of pleasures which have no antecedent pains and you will no 
longer suppose, as you perhaps may at present, that pleasure is the only cessation of pain, 
or pain of pleasure. 

What are they, he said, and where shall I find them? 

There are many of them: take as an example the pleasures of smell, which are very great 
and have no antecedent pains; they come in a moment, and when they depart leave no pain 
behind them. 

Most true, he said. 

Let us not, then, be induced to believe that pure pleasure is the cessation of pain, or 
pain of pleasure. 

No. 

Still, the more numerous and violent pleasures which reach the soul through the body 
are generally of this sort—they are reliefs of pain. 

That is true. 

And the anticipation of future pleasures and pains are of a like nature? 

Yes. 

Shall I give you an illustration of them? 

Let me hear. 

You would allow, I said, that there is in nature an upper and lower and middle region? 

I should. 

And if a person were to go from the lower to the middle region, would he not imagine 
that he is going up; and he who is standing in the middle and sees whence he has come, 
would imagine that he is already in the upper region, if he has never seen the true upper 
world? 

To be sure, he said; how can he think otherwise? 

But if he were taken back again he would imagine, and truly imagine, that he was de- 
scending? 

No doubt. 

All that would arise out of his ignorance of the true upper and middle and lower re- 
gions? 

ives: 

Then can you wonder that persons who are inexperienced in the truth, as they have 
wrong ideas about many other things, should also have wrong ideas about pleasure and 
pain and the intermediate state; so that when they are only being drawn towards the 
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painful they feel pain and think the pain which they experience to be real, and in like man- 
ner, when drawn away from pain to the neutral or intermediate state, they firmly believe 
that they have reached the goal of satiety and pleasure; they, not knowing pleasure, err in 
contrasting pain with the absence of pain, which is like contrasting black with grey in- 
stead of white—can you wonder, I say, at this? 

No, indeed; I should be much more disposed to wonder at the opposite. 

Look at the matter thus:—Hunger, thirst, and the like, are inanitions of the bodily 
state? 

Yes. 

And ignorance and folly are inanitions of the soul? 

True. 

And food and wisdom are the corresponding satisfactions of either? 

Certainly. 

And is the satisfaction derived from that which has less or from that which has more 
existence the truer? 

Clearly, from that which has more. 

What classes of things have a greater share of pure existence in your judgment—those 
of which food and drink and condiments and all kinds of sustenance are examples, or the 
class which contains true opinion and knowledge and mind and all the different kinds of 
virtue? Put the question in this way:—Which has a more pure being—that which is con- 
cerned with the invariable, the immortal, and the true, and is of such a nature, and is found 
in such natures; or that which is concerned with and found in the variable and mortal, and 
is itself variable and mortal? 

Far purer, he replied, is the being of that which is concerned with the invariable. 

And does the essence of the invariable partake of knowledge in the same degree as of 
essence? 

Yes, of knowledge in the same degree. 

And of truth in the same degree? 

Yes. 

And, conversely, that which has less of truth will also have less of essence? 

Necessarily. 

Then, in general, those kinds of things which are in the service of the body have less of 
truth and essence than those which are in the service of the soul? 

Far less. 

And has not the body itself less of truth and essence than the soul? 

Yes: 

What is filled with more real existence, and actually has a more real existence, is more 
really filled than that which is filled with less real existence and is less real? 

Of course. 

And if there be a pleasure in being filled with that which is according to nature, that 
which is more really filled with more real being will more really and truly enjoy true plea- 
sure; whereas that which participates in less real being will be less truly and surely satis- 
fied, and will participate in an illusory and less real pleasure? 

Unquestionably. 

Those then who know not wisdom and virtue, and are always busy with gluttony and 
sensuality, go down and up again as far as the mean; and in this region they move at ran- 
dom throughout life, but they never pass into the true upper world; thither they neither 
look, nor do they ever find their way, neither are they truly filled with true being, nor do 
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they taste of pure and abiding pleasure. Like cattle, with their eyes always looking down 
and their heads stopping to the earth, that is, to the dining-table, they fatten and feed and 
breed, and, in their excessive love of these delights, they kick and butt at one another with 
horns and hoofs which are made of iron; and they kill one another by reason of their insa- 
tiable lust. For they fill themselves with what which is not substantial, and the part of 
themselves which they fill is also unsubstantial and incontinent. 

Verily, Socrates, said Glaucon, you describe the life of the many like an oracle. 

Their pleasures are mixed with pains—how can they be otherwise? For they are mere 
shadows and pictures of the true, and are coloured by contrast, which exaggerates both 
light and shade, and so they implant in the minds of fools insane desires of themselves; 
and they are fought about as Stesichorus says that the Greeks fought about the shadow of 
Helen at Troy in ignorance of the truth. 

Something of that sort must inevitably happen. 

And must not the like happen with the spirited or passionate element of the soul? Will 
not the passionate man who carries his passion into action, be in the like case, whether he 
is envious and ambitious, or violent and contentious, or angry and discontented, if he be 
seeking to attain honour and victory and the satisfaction of his anger without reason or 
sense? 

Yes, he said, the same will happen with the spirited element also. 

Then may we not confidently assert that the lovers of money and honour, when they 
seek their pleasures under the guidance and in the company of reason and knowledge, and 
pursue after and win the pleasures which wisdom shows them, will also have the truest 
pleasures in the highest degree which is attainable to them, inasmuch as they follow truth; 
and they will have the pleasures which are natural to them, if that which is best for each 
one is also most natural to him? 

Yes, certainly; the best is the most natural. 

And when the whole sou! follows the philosophical principle, and there is no division, 
the several parts are just, and do each of them their own business, and enjoy severally the 
best and truest pleasures of which they are capable? 

Exactly. 

But when either of the two other principles prevails, it fails in attaining its own plea- 
sure, and compels the rest to pursue after a pleasure which is a shadow only and which is 
not their own? 

Time. 

And the greater the interval which separates them from philosophy and reason, the 
more strange and illusive will be the pleasure? 

YES: 

And is not that farthest from reason which is at the greatest distance from law and 
order? 

Clearly. 

And the lustful and tyrannical desires are, as we saw, at the greatest distance? 

Yes. 

And the royal and orderly desires are nearest? 

Nes. 

Then the tyrant will live at the greatest distance from true or natural pleasure, and the 
king at the least? 

Certainly. 

But if so, the tyrant will live most unpleasantly, and the king most pleasantly? 
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Inevitably. 

Would you know the measure of the interval which separates them? 

Will you tell me? 

There appear to be three pleasures, one genuine and two spurious: now the transgres- 
sion of the tyrant reaches a point beyond the spurious; he has run away from the region of 
law and reason, and taken up his abode with certain slave pleasures which are his satel- 
lites, and the measure of his inferiority can only be expressed in a figure. 

How do you mean? 

I assume, I said, that the tyrant is in the third place from the oligarch; the democrat 
was in the middle? 

Yes. 

And if there is truth in what has preceded, he will be wedded to an image of pleasure 
which is thrice removed as to truth from the pleasure of the oligarch? 

He will. 

And the oligarch is third from the royal; since we count as one royal and aristo- 
cratical? 

Yes, he is third. 

Then the tyrant is removed from true pleasure by the space of a number which is three 
times three? 

Manifestly. 

The shadow then of tyrannical pleasure determined by the number of length will be a 
plane figure. 

Certainly. 

And if you raise the power and make the plane a solid, there is no difficulty in seeing 
how vast is the interval by which the tyrant is parted from the king. 

Yes; the arithmetician will easily do the sum. 

Or if some person begins at the other end and measures the interval by which the king 
is parted from the tyrant in truth of pleasure, he will find him, when the multiplication 
is complete, living 729 times more pleasantly, and the tyrant more painfully by this same 
interval. 

What a wonderful calculation! And how enormous is the distance which separates the 
just from the unjust in regard to pleasure and pain! 

Yet a true calculation, I said, and a number which nearly concerns human life, if human 
beings are concerned with days and nights and months and years. 

Yes, he said, human life is certainly concerned with them. 

Then if the good and just man be thus superior in pleasure to the evil and unjust, his 
superiority will be infinitely greater in propriety of life and in beauty and virtue? 

Immeasurably greater. 

Well, I said, and now having arrived at this stage of the argument, we may revert to 
the words which brought us hither: Was not some one saying that injustice was a gain to 
the perfectly unjust who was reputed to be just? 

Yes, that was said. 

Now then, having determined the power and quality of justice and injustice, let us have 
a little conversation with him. 

What shall we say to him? 

Let us make an image of the soul, that he may have his own words presented before his 
eyes. 

Of what sort? 

An ideal image of the soul, like the composite creations of ancient mythology, such as 
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the Chimera or Scylla or Cerberus, and there are many others in which two or more dif- 
ferent natures are said to grow into one. 

There are said to have been such unions. 

Then do you now model the form of a multitudinous, many-headed monster, having a 
ring of heads of all manner of beasts, tame and wild, which he is able to generate and meta- 
morphose at will. 

You suppose marvellous powers in the artist; but, as language is more pliable than wax 
or any similar substance, let there be such a model as you propose. 

Suppose now that you make a second form as of a lion, and a third of a man, the sec- 
ond smaller than the first, and the third smaller than the second. 

That, he said, is an easier task; and I have made them as you say. 

And now join them, and let the three grow into one. 

That has been accomplished. 

Next fashion the outside of them into a single image, as of a man, so that he who is not 
able to look within, and sees only the outer hull, may believe the beast to be a single 
human creature. 

I have done so, he said. 

And now, to him who maintains that it is profitable for the human creature to be un- 
just, and unprofitable to be just, let us reply that, if he be right, it is profitable for this 
creature to feast the multitudinous monster and strengthen the lion and the lion-like 
qualities, but to starve and weaken the man, who is consequently liable to be dragged 
about at the mercy of either of the other two; and he is not to attempt to familiarize or 
harmonize them with one another—he ought rather to suffer them to fight and bite and 
devour one another. 

Certainly, he said; that is what the approver of injustice says. 

To him the supporter of justice makes answer that he should ever so speak and act as 
to give the man within him in some way or other the most complete mastery over the en- 
tire human creature. He should watch over the many-headed monster like a good hus- 
bandman, fostering and cultivating the gentle qualities, and preventing the wild ones 
from growing; he should be making the lion-heart his ally, and in common care of them 
all should be uniting the several parts with one another and with himself. 

Yes, he said, that is quite what the maintainer of justice will say. 

And so from every point of view, whether of pleasure, honour, or advantage, the ap- 
prover of justice is right and speaks the truth, and the disapprover is wrong and false and 
ignorant? 

Yes, from every point of view. 

Come, now, and let us gently reason with the unjust, who is not intentionally in error. 
‘Sweet Sir,’ we will say to him, ‘what think you of things esteemed noble and ignoble? Is 
not the noble that which subjects the beast to the man, or rather co the god in man; and 
the ignoble that which subjects the man to the beast?’ He can hardly avoid saying Yes— 
can he now? 

Not if he has any regard for my opinion. 

But, if he agree so far, we may ask him to answer another question: “Then how would 
a man profit if he received gold and silver on the condition that he was to enslave the 
noblest part of him to the worst? Who can imagine that a man who sold his son or 
daughter into slavery for money, especially if he sold them into the hands of fierce and 
evil men, would be the gainer, however large might be the sum which he received? And 
will any one say that he is not a miserable caitiff who remorselessly sells his own di- 
vine being to that which is most godless and detestable? Eriphyle took the necklace as 
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the price of her husband’s life, but he is taking a bribe in order to compass a worse 
ruin.’ 

Yes, said Glaucon, far worse—I will answer for him. 

Has not the intemperate been censured of old, because in him the huge multiform mon- 
ster is allowed to be too much at large? 

Clearly. 

And men are blamed for pride and bad temper when the lion and serpent element in 
them disproportionately grows and gains strength? 

Yes. 

And luxury and softness are blamed, because they relax and weaken this same creature, 
and make a coward of him? 

Very true. 

And is not a man reproached for flattery and meanness who subordinates the spirited 
animal to the unruly monster, and, for the sake of money, of which he can never have 
enough, habituates him in the days of his youth to be trampled in the mire, and from 
being a lion to become a monkey? 

True, he said. 

And why are mean employments and manual arts a reproach? Only because they imply 
a natural weakness of the higher principle; the individual is unable to control the creatures 
within him, but has to court them, and his great study is how to flatter them. 

Such appears to be the reason. 

And therefore, being desirous of placing him under a rule like that of the best, we say 
that he ought to be the servant of the best, in whom the Divine rules; not, as Thrasy- 
machus supposed, to the injury of the servant, but because every one had better be ruled 
by divine wisdom dwelling within him; or, if this be impossible, then by an external au- 
thority, in order that we may be all, as far as possible, under the same government, friends 
and equals. 

True, he said. 

And this is clearly seen to be the intention of the law, which is the ally of the whole 
city; and is seen also in the authority which we exercise over children, and the refusal to 
let them be free until we have established in them a principle analogous to the constitu- 
tion of a state, and by cultivation of this higher element have set up in their hearts a 
guardian and ruler like our own, and when this is done they may go their ways. 

Yes, he said, the purpose of the law is manifest. 

From what point of view, then, and on what ground can we say that a man is profited 
by injustice or intemperance or other baseness, which will make him a worse man, even 
though he acquire money or power by his wickedness? 

From no point of view at all. 

What shall he profit, if his injustice be undetected and unpunished? He who is unde- 
tected only gets worse, whereas he who is detected and punished has the brutal part of his 
nature silenced and humanized; the gentler element in him is liberated, and his whole soul 
is perfected and ennobled by the acquirement of justice and temperance and wisdom, more 
than the body ever is by receiving gifts of beauty, strength and health, in proportion as 
the soul is more honourable than the body. 

Certainly, he said. 

To this nobler purpose the man of understanding will devote the energies of his life. 
And in the first place, he will honour studies which impress these qualities on his soul, 
and will disregard others? 
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Clearly, he said. 

In the next place, he will regulate his bodily habit and training, and so far will he be 
from yielding to brutal and irrational pleasures, that he will regard even health as quite a 
secondary matter; his first object will be not that he may be fair or strong or well, unless 
he is likely thereby to gain temperance, but he will always desire so to attemper the body 
as to preserve the harmony of the soul? 

Certainly he will, if he has true music in him. 

And in the acquisition of wealth there is a principle of order and harmony which he 
will also observe; he will not allow himself to be dazzled by the foolish applause of the 
world, and heap up riches to his own infinite harm? 

Certainly not, he said. 

He will look at the city which is within him, and take heed that no disorder occur in 
it, such as might arise either from superfluity or from want; and upon this principle he 
will regulate his property and gain or spend according to his means. 

Very true. 

And, for the same reason, he will gladly accept and enjoy such honours as he deems 
likely to make him a better man; but those, whether private or public, which are likely to 
disorder his life, he will avoid? 

Then, if that is his motive, he will not be a statesman. 

By the dog of Egypt, he will! in the city which is his own he certainly will, though in 
the land of his birth perhaps not, unless he have a divine call. 

I understand; you mean that he will be a ruler in the city of which we are the founders, 
and which exists in idea only; for I do not believe that there is such an one anywhere on 
earth? 

In heaven, I replied, there is laid up a pattern of it, methinks, which he who desires 
may behold, and beholding, may set his own house in order. But whether such an one ex- 
ists, or ever will exist in fact, is no matter; for he will live after the manner of that city, 
having nothing to do with any other. 

I think so, he said. 
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2. ARISTOTLE 


Aristotle (384-322 B.c.), a student of Plato, made extraordinary contributions in virtually every 
area of philosophical inquiry. His Nicomachean Ethics, one of the most subtle of all works in 
the history of ethics, focuses on the nature of virtue and the ideal of the good life. 


Nicomachean Ethics 


BOOK I ¢ THE GOOD FOR MAN 


Subject of Our Inquiry 


1. Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim © 
anere for this reason the ia has ee been declared! to be that at which 


1a products to be be h ities. Now, as there are 
many actions, arts, and sciences, hia sath rman are many; the end of the medical art is 
health, that of shipbuilding a vessel, that of strategy victory, that of economics wealth. But 
where such arts fall under a single capacity—as bridle-making and the other arts con- 
cerned with the equipment of horses fall under the art of riding, and this and every mili- 
tary action under strategy, in the same way other arts fall under yet others—in all of these 
the ends of the master arts are to be preferred to all the subordinate ends; for it is for the 


sake of the former that the latter are pursued. It makes no difference whether the activi- 
—_ —_ — —s : T ilie | 52 5 aiaa 


The science of the good for man is politics 


2. If, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake (every- 
thing else being desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose everything for the 
sake of something else (for at that rate the process would go on to infinity, so that our de- 
sire would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the good and the chief good. Will not 
the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence on life? Shall we not, like archers who 
have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit upon what is right? If so, we must try, in 
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outline at least, to determine what it is, and of which of the sciences or capacities it is the 
object. It would seem to belong to the most authoritative art and that which is most 
truly the master art. And politics appears to be of this nature; for it is this that ordains 
which of the sciences should be studied in a state, | and which each class of citizens 
should learn and up to what point they should learn them; and we see even the most 


highly esteemed of capacities to fall under this, e.g. strategy, economics, rhetoric; now 
since politics uses the rest of the s sciences, and since, again, it legislates as to what we 
) ) 1. For even if the end is the same 
for a gel man re fof a state, that of the state seems at all events something greater 
and more complete whether to attain or to preserve; though it is worth while to attain 
the end merely for one man, it is finer and more godlike to attain it for a nation or for 


city-states. These, then, are the ends at which our inquiry aims, since it is political sci- 
ence, in one sense of that term. 


Nature of the Science 


We must not expect more precision than the subject-matter admits of. The student should 
have reached years of discretion 


3. Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness as the subject-matter ad- 
mits of, for precision is not to be sought for alike in all discussions, any more than in all 


the products of the crafts. Now fine and just actions, which political science investigates, 


so that they 
_yention, and not by nature. And - 
“harm to many people; for before now men have been undone by reason of their wealth, and 


others by reason of their courage. We must be content, then, in speaking of such subjects 
and with such premisses to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, and in speaking 
about things which are only for the most part true, and with premisses of the same kind, 
to reach conclusions that are no better. In the same spirit, therefore, should each type of 
statement be received, for it is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each 
class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits; it is evidently equally fool- 
ish to accept probable reasoning from a mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician 


and the 
3 | al. Hence a 
an is not a proper hearer of lectures on political science; ri he i is inexperienced in the 
actions that occur in life, but its discussions start from these and are about these; and, 
further, sin , his study will be vain and unprofitable, be- 
| And it makes no difference whether 
he is young in years or youthful in character; the defect does not depend on time, but 
on his living, and pursuing each successive object, as passion directs. For to such per- 
sons, as to the incontinent, knowledge brings no profit; but to those who desire and act 
in accordance with a rational principle’ knowledge about such matters will be of great 
benefit. 

These remarks about the student, the sort of treatment to be expected, and the purpose 
of the inquiry, may be taken as our preface. 


118 ARISTOTLE 


What is the Good for Man? 


It is generally agreed to be happiness, but there are various views as to what happiness i z , 


What is required a at the start is an unreasoned conviction about the facts, such as is 


4. Let us resume our inquiry Za state, in view go the fact pa all know leer gua css 


it is some plain and obvious thing, like pleasure, wealth, or Miser they differ, however, 
from one another—and often even the same man identifies it with different things, with 


health when he is ill, with wealth when he is poor; but, conscious of their ignorance, the 


some‘ thought that apart from these many goods there is another which is good in itself 
and causes the goodness of all these as well. To examine all the opinions that have been 
held were perhaps somewhat fruitless; enough to examine those that are most prevalent or 
that seem to be arguable. 

Let us not fail to notice, however, that there is a difference between arguments from 
and those to the first principles. For Plato, too, was right in raising this question and ask- 
ing, as he used to do, ‘Are we on the way from or to the first principles?’ There is a dif- 
ference, as there is | in a race-course between the course from the judges to the turning- 
point and the way back. For, while we must begin with what is evident, t 

e without qué on. Presumably, then, we must begin 

| y Hore any one who is to listen intelligently to lectures about 

SDA i is Pir and just and, generally, about the subjects of political science must have been 

brought up in good habits. For the fact is a starting-point, and if this is sufficiently plain 

to him, he will not need the reason as well; and the man who has been well brought up 

has or can easily get starting-points. And as for him who neither has nor can get them, let 
him hear the words of Hesiod: 


Far best is he who knows all things himself; 
Good, he that hearkens when men counsel right; 
But he who neither knows, nor lays to heart 
Another's wisdom, is a useless wight. 


- 


Discussion of the popular views that the good is pleasure, honour, wealth; a fourth kind of 
life, that of contemplation, deferred for future discussion 


5. Let us, however, resume our discussion from the point at which we digressed. To judge 
from the lives that men lead, most men, and the men of the most t vulgar type, seem (not 
Seg SG some 

y love the li 


q l a - IL RE i $ € CoO RE: J ; E . 
mass of mankind are aoe quite slavish in their tastes, preferring a life suitable to 


beasts, but they get some ground for their view from the fact that many of those in high 
places share the tastes of Sardanapallus. A consideration of the promi es of life 
shows that people of superior refinement and of active disposition 

; for this is, roughly speaking, the end of the political life. But it seems too super- 
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ficial to be what we are looking for, since it is thought to depend on those who bestow 
honour rather than on him who receives it, but the good we divine to be something of 
one’s own and not easily taken from one. Further, 
they may be asstired of their merit; at least it is by men of practical wisdom that they seek 
, and among those who know them, and ir vi 
clearly, then, according to them, at any rate, virtue is better. And perhaps one might even 
suppose this to be, rather than honour, the end of the political life. But even this appears 
somewhat incomplete; for Soares OPT re menepi irene 
asleep, or with lifelong inactivity, and, further, with the greatest sufferings and misfor- 
tunes; unless he were maintain- 
ing a thesis at all costs. But enough of this; for the subject has been sufficiently treated 
even in the popular discussions. Third comes the contemplative life, which we shall con- 


sider later. 
The life of money-making is one TETEE under compulsion, and we 
 Pgedyusansosking; for it is p eree a rA And 
so one might rather take the aforenamed objects to be ends; for they are loved for them- 


selves. But it is evident that not even these are ends; yet many arguments have been wasted 
on the support of them. Let us leave this subject, then. 


something final ai 


The good must D 
e 


7. Let us again return to the good we are seeking, and ask what it can be. It seems dit- 
ferent in different actions and arts; it is different in medicine, in strategy, and in the other 
arts likewise. What then is the good of each? Surely that for whose sake everything else is 
done. In medicine this is health, in strategy victory, in architecture a | house, in any other 

sphere eae else, and i i 


goods achievable by action. 

So the argument has by a different course reached the same point; but we must try to 
state this even more clearly. Since there are evidently more than one end, and we choose 
some of these (e.g. wealth, flutes, and in general instruments) for the sake of something 
else: 
Therefore, there are 
more than one, the most final of these will be what we are seeking. Now we call that which 
is in itself worthy of pursuit more final than that which is worthy of pursuit for the sake 
of something else, and that which is never desirable for the sake of something else more 
final than the things that are desirable both in themselves and for the sake of that other 
thing, and therefore we call final without qualification that which is always desirable in 
itself and never for the sake of something else. 


- hap 7 ; s 

i (for if nothing resulted from them we should still 
rane chide shee (o tn en a ttem judging that 
SNR S RE HEVENEEVebIappiness. on the other hand, no one chooses tor the 
sake of these, nor, in general, for anything other than itself. 


From the poms of view of self-sufficiency the same result seems to follow; for che fina ~ 
Now by self-sufficient we do not mean that which 


is sufficient fo 
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children, wife, and in general for his friends and fellow citizens, since man is born for cit- 
izenship. But some limit must be set to this; for if we extend our requirement to ances- 
tors and descendants and friends’ friends we are in for an infinite series. Let us examine 
this question, however, on another occasion; the self-sufficient we now define as that which 


addition of even the least of goods; for that which is added becomes an excess of goods, 
and of goods the greater is always more desirable. Happiness, then, is something final and 
self-sufficient, and is the end of action. as a ae ee a a 
BES LD 


a a Eo — 


a in a st as for a flute- player, a ‘sculptor, or any artist, ‘and, 
in “general, for all TE that have a function or activity, the good and the ‘well’ is thought 
to reside in the function, so would it seem to be for man, if he has a function. Have the 
carpenter, then, and the tanner certain functions or activities, and has man none? Is he 
born without a function? Or as eye, hand, foot, and in general each of the parts evidently 
has a function, may one lay it down that man similarly has a function apart from all these? 
What then can this be? Life seems to belong even to plants, but we are seeking what is 
peculiar to man. Let us exclude, therefore, the life of nutrition and growth. | Next there 
would be a life of perception, but zt also seems to be shared even by the horse, the ox, and 
every animal. There remains then, an active life of the element that has a rational princi- 


ple; of this, one part has such a principle in the sense of being obedient the other 
in the sense of possessing one and exercising thought. And, Eea ont MSL Cagah 
also has two meanings, we must state that life in the sense of activity is what we mean; 
for this seems to be the more proper sense of the term. Now if the function of man is an 
, and if we say ‘a so-and-so’ 

and ‘a good so-and-so’ have a function which is the same in kidd, e.g. a lyre-player and a 
good lyre-player, and so without qualification in all cases, eminence in respect of goodness 
being added to the name of the function (for the function of a lyre-player is to play the 
lyre, and that of a good lyre-player is to do so well): if this is the case [and we state the 
function of man to be a certain kind of life, and this to be an activity or actions of the soul 
implying a rational principle, and the function of a good man to be the good and noble 
performance of these, and if any action is well performed when it is performed in accor- 
dance with the appropriate excellence: if this is the case}, human good turns out to be ac- 
tivity of soul exhibiting excellence, and if there are more than one excellence, in accor- 
dance with the best and most complete. 

But we must add ‘in a complete life’. For one swallow does not make a summer, nor 
does one day; and so too one day, or a short time, does not make a man blessed and happy. 

Let this serve as an outline of the good; for we must presumably first sketch it roughly, 
and then later fill in the details. But it would seem that any one is capable of carrying on 
and articulating what has once been well outlined, and that time is a good discoverer or 
partner in such a work; to which facts the advances of the arts are due; for any one can add 
what is lacking. And we must also remember what has been said before, and not look for 
precision in all things alike, but in each class of things such precision as accords with the 
subject-matter, and so much as is appropriate to the inquiry. For a carpenter and a geo- 
meter investigate the right angle in different ways; the former does so in so far as the right 
angle is useful for his work, while the latter inquires what it is or what sort of thing it is; 
for he is a spectator of the truth. We must act in the same way, then, in all other matters 
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as well, that our main task may not be subordinated to minor questions. Nor must we de- 
mand the cause in all matters alike; | it is enough in some cases that the fact be well es- 
tablished, as in the case of the first principles; the fact is a primary thing and first princi- 
ple. Now of first principles we see some by induction, some by perception, some by a 
certain habituation, and others too in other ways. But each set of principles we must try 
to investigate in the natural way, and we must take pains to determine chem correctly, 
since they have a great influence on what follows. For the beginning is thought to be more 
than half of the whole, and many of the questions we ask are cleared up by it. 


Our definition is confirmed by current beliefs about happiness 


8. But we must consider happiness in the light not only of our conclusion and our prem- 
isses, but also of what is commonly said about it; for with a true view all the data harmo- 


nize, but with a false one the facts soon clash. Now goods have been divided into three 


rulv goods. j ch N A Ale 


al. Therefore our account must be sound, at least according 
to this view, which is an old one and agreed on by philosophers. It is correct also in that 
we identify the end with certain actions and activities; for thus it falls among goods of the 
soul and not among external goods. Another belief which harmonizes with our account is 
that the happy man lives well and fares well; for we have practically defined happiness as 
a sort of living and faring well. The characteristics that are looked for in happiness seem 
also, all of them, to belong to what we have defined happiness as being. For some identify 
happiness with virtue, some with practical wisdom, others with a kind of philosophic wis- 
dom, others with these, or one of these, accompanied by pleasure or not without pleasure; 
while others include also external prosperity. Now some of these views have been held by 
many men and men of old, others by a few eminent persons; and it is not probable that 
either of these should be entirely mistaken, but rather that they should be right in at least 
some one respect, or even in most respects. 

With those who identify happiness with virtue or some one virtue our account is in har- 
mony; for to virtue belongs virtuous activity. But it makes, perhaps, no small difference 


w er we place the chief good in possession or in use, in state of mind or in activity. For 
sOi ai 
EE ee the activity cannot; for one who has the activity 
will of necessity be acting, g well. And as in the Olympics Games it is not the 
most beautiful and the strongest that are crowned but those who compete (for it is some 
of these that are victorious), so those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good 
things in life. 

Their life is also in itself pleasant. Poe item acct to each man that 
which he is said to be a lover of is pleastwt;€.g. not only is a horse pleasant to the lover of 
horses, and a spectacle to the lover of sights, but also in the same way just acts are pleas- 
ant to the lover of justice and in general virtuous acts to the lover of virtue. Now for most 
men their pleasures are in conflict with one another because these are not by nature pleas- 
ant, but the lovers of what is noble find pleasant the things that are by nature pleasant; 
and virtuous actions are such, so that these are pleasant for such men as well as in their 
own nature. Their life, therefore, has no further need of pleasure as a sort of adventitious 
charm, but has its pleasure in itself. For, besides what we have said, the man who does not 
rejoice in noble actions is not even good; since no one would call a man just who did not 
enjoy acting justly, nor any man liberal who did not enjoy liberal actions; and similarly in 
all other cases. If this is so, virtuous actions must be in themselves pleasant. But they are 
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also good and noble, and have each of these attributes in the highest degree, since the good 
man ees well about these attributes; his judg ent is such as we have described. 

piness then is the best, noblest, and lea and these attributes 
are not served as in the inscription at Delos— 


Most noble is that which is gustest, and best is health; 
But most pleasant it is to win what we love. 


For all these properties belong to the best activities; and these, or one—the best—of these, 
we identify with happiness. 

Yet evidently, as we said,’ it needs the external goods as well; for it is impossible, or 
not easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment. In many actions | we use friends 
and riches and political power as instruments; and there are some things the lack of which 
takes the lustre from happiness—good birth, goodly children, beauty; for the man who is 
very ugly in appearance or ill-born or solitary and childless is not very likely to be happy, 
and perhaps a man would be still less likely if he had thoroughly bad children or friends 
or had lost good children or friends by death. As we said, then, happiness seems to need 
this sort of prosperity in addition; for which reason some identify happiness with good for- 
tune, though others identify it with virtue. 


aich as it is adie Pas But i question would perhaps ie more appropriate to an- 
= ie, a li seems, pt even if it is not god-sent but comes as a result- 

rirtue and si rocess of lea i to be among the most godlike things; 
for that eih i 1S sibe prize and oe p virtue seems to be the best thing in the world, and 
something godlike and blessed. 

It will also on this view be very generally shared; for all who are not maimed as regards 
their potentiality for virtue may win it by a certain kind of study and care. But if it is bet- 
ter to pe herey thus than ie chance, it is O that the facts should be SO, 
thing the pends | nature is by nature a as be, and similarly 
oe that Emr on aft or any ricina] cause, nl especially E it depends on the 
best of all causes. To entrust to chance what is greatest and most noble would be a very 
defective arrangement. 

The answer to the question we are asking is plain also from the definition of happiness; 
for it has been said to be a virtuous activity of soul, of a certain kind. Of the remaining 
goods, some must necessarily preexist as conditions of happiness, and others are naturally 
co-operative and useful as instruments. And this will be found to agree with what we said 
at the outset; for we stated the end of political science to be the best end, and political sci- 
ence spends most of its pains on making the citizens to be of a certain character, viz. good 
and capable of noble acts. 

It is natural, then, that we call neither ox nor horse nor any other of the animals happy; 


5? 


; IS NOt } ) h acts, owing to his age; and boys who are called 
Hagin are ecin panar nan by reason of the hopes we have for them. For there is re- 
quired, as we said, not only complete virtue but also a complete life, since many changes 
occur in life, and all manner of chances, and the most prosperous may fall into great mis- 
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fortunes in old age, as is told of Priam in the Trojan Cycle; and one who has experienced 
such chances and has ended wretchedly no one calls happy. 


BOOK IT e MORAL VIRTUE 


Moral Virtue, How Produced, in What Medium 
and in What Manner Exhibited 


plain that none of the moral virtues arises i thing by 1 
Lee instance the stone which ey nature moves 
downwards cannot be habituated to move upwards, not even if one tries to train it by 
throwing it up ten thousand times; nor can fire be habituated to move downwards, nor 
can anything else chat by nature behaves in one way be trained to behave in another. Nei- 
ther by nature, then, nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us; rather we are adapted 
by nature to receive them, and a 


Again, of all I the things that come to us 1s by nature re we first acquire the potentiality and 
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ing or often hear 
l Fete ad. vi 


a - the lyre; so too we kae | just by doing just acts, | tem- 
perate by doing meine acts, hiet by doing brave acts. 

This is confirmed by what happens in states; for legislators make the citizens good by — 
forming habits in them, and this is the wish of every legislator, and those who do not ef- 
fect it miss their mark, and it is in cls that a pees constitution differs from a a bad one. 

Again, it is from the same | the sa as that every virtue is both 
duced and destroyed, and pay ATE every art; for itis from a eee ie lyre that ery rd 
and bad lyre-players are produced. And the corresponding statement is true of builders 
and of all the rest; men will be good or bad builders as a result of building well or badly. 
For if this were not so, there would have been no need of a teacher, but all men would have 
been born good or bad at their craft. This, then, is the case with the virtues also; by doing 
the acts that we do in our transactions with other men we become just or unjust, and by 
doing the acts that we do in the presence of danger, and by being habituated to feel fear 
or confidence, we become brave or cowardly. The same is crue of appetites and feelings of 
anger; some men become temperate and good-tempered, others self-indulgent and irasci- 
ble, by behaving in one way or the other in the appropriate circumstances. Thus, in one 
word, states of character arise out of like activities. This is why the activities we exhibit 
must be of a certain kind; it is because the states of character correspond to the differences 
between these. It makes no small difference, then, whether we form habits of one kind 
or of another from our very youth; it makes a very great difference, or rather all the 
difference. 


\ | 
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These acts cannot be prescribed exactly, but must avoid excess and defect 


2. Since, then, the present inquiry does not aim at theoretical eng Teclze like the others 

since aires: our inquiry Soala hank been F; no uG, i f 

actions, namely how we ought to do them; for these determine also the nature of the states 
of character that are produced, as we have said. Now, that we must act according to the 
right rule is a common principle and must be assumed—it will be discussed later, i.e. both_ 
what the right rule is, and how it is related to the other virtues. But this must be agreed | (| 
M upon beforehand, | that the whole account of matters of conduct must be given in outline | 
and not precisely, as we said at the very beginning that the accounts we demand must be) 
in accordance with the subject-matter; matters concerned with conduct and ind questions of, 
what is good for us have no fixity, any more than matters of health. The ‘general account| 
| being of this nature, the account of particular cases is yet more lacking in exactness; for | 

| they do not fall under any art or precept, but the agents themselves must in each case 

|| consider what is appropriate to the occasion, as happens also in the art of medicine or of 

|| navigation. 


ila 


But though our present account is of this nature we must give what help we can. First, 
then, let us consider this, that it is the nature of such things to be destroyed by defect and 
excess, as we see in the case of strength and of health (for to gain light on things imper- 
poe we must use the evidence of sensible things); exercise either excessive or defective 

e strength, and similarly drink or food which is above or below a certain amount 
hess the ee hile that which is proportionate both produces and increases and pre- 
serves it. So too is it, then, in the case of temperance and courage and the other virtues. 
For the man who flies from and fears everything and does not stand his ground against 
anything becomes a coward, and the man who fears nothing at all but goes to meet every 
danger becomes rash; and similarly the man who indulges in every pleasure and abstains 
from none becomes self-indulgent, while the man who shuns every pleasure, as boors do, 
becomes in a way insensible; temperance and courage, then, are destroyed by excess and 
defect, and preserved by the mean. 

But not only are the sources and causes of their origination and growth the same as 
those of their destruction, but also the sphere of their actualization will be the same; for 
this is also true of the things which are more evident to sense, e.g. of strength; it is pro- 
duced by taking much food and undergoing much exertion, and it is the strong man that 
will be most able to do these things. So too is it with the virtues; by abstaining from plea- 
sures we become temperate, and it is when we have become so that we are most able to 
abstain from them; and similarly too in the case of courage; | for by being habituated to 
despise things that are fearful and to stand our ground against them we become brave, and 
it is when we have become so that we shall be most able to stand our ground against them. 


Pleasure in doing virtuous acts is a sign that the virtuous disposition has been acquired: a va- 
riety of considerations show the essential connexion of moral virtue with pleasure and pain 


r the man who abstains from bodily pleasures and delights in this very fact is tem- 
perate, while the man who is annoyed at it is self-indulgent, and he who stands his ground 
against things that are terrible and delights in this or at least is not pained is brave, while 
the man who is pained is a coward. For moral excellence is concerned with pleasures and 
pains; it is on account of the pleasure that we do bad things, and on account of the pain 
that we abstain from noble ones. Hence we ought to have been brought up in a particu- 


apnea, he pleasant, and their contraries, the base, the injurious, che painful, about all of 
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lar way from our very youth, as Plato says, so as both to delight and to be pained by the 
things that we ought; this is the right education. 


è mn reas ue W DE COnN- 


E ara This is indicated also by the fact that punishment is in- 
flicted by these means; for it is a kind of cure, and it is the nature of cures to be effected 
by contraries. 

Again, as we said but lately, e 


| ind o ung ] orse or D Í 
of pleasures and pains that men become bad, by pursuing and avoiding these—either the 
pleasures and pains they ought not or when they ought not or as they ought not, or by 
going wrong in one of the other similar ways that may be distinguished. Hence men even 
define the virtues as certain states of impassivity and rest; not well, however, because they 
speak absolutely, and do not say ‘as one ought’ and ‘as one ought not’ and ‘when one ought 
or ought not’, and the other things that may be added. We assume, then, that this kind 
of excellence tends to do what is best with regard to pleasures and pains, and vice does the 
contrary. 


The following facts also may show us that» 


things. There being 


` the ad 


these the good man tends to go right and the bad man to go wrong, and especially about 
pleasure; for this is common to the animals, and also it accompanies all objects of choice; 
for even the noble and the advantageous appear pleasant.| 

Again, it has grown up with us all from our infancy; this is why it is difficult to rub 
off this passion, engrained as it is in our life. And we measure even our actions, some of 
us more and others less, by the rule of pleasure and pain. For this reason, then, our whole 
inquiry must be about these; for to feel delight and pain rightly or wrongly has no small 
effect on our actions. 

Again, it is o use Heraclitus’ phrase, but 
; for even the good is better 
when it is harder. Therefore for this reason also the whole concern both of virtue and of 
political science is with pleasures and pains, for the man who uses these well will be good, 
he who uses them badly bad. 

That vi then, is B or a a and that by the acts from 
which it arises it is both increased an , if they are done differently, destroyed, and that the 


acts from which it arose are those in which it actualizes itself—let this be taken as said. 


The actions that produce moral virtue are not good in the same sense as those that flow from 
it: the latter must fulfil certain conditions not necessary in the case of the arts 


4. The question might be asked, what we mean by saying that we must become just by 
doing just acts, and temperate by doing temperate acts; for if men do just and temperate 
acts, they are already just and temperate, exactly as, if they do what is in accordance with 
the laws of grammar and of music, they are grammarians and musicians. 

Or is this not true even of the arts? It is possible to do something that is in accordance 
with the laws of grammar, either by chance or under the guidance of another. A man will 
be a grammarian, then, only when he has both said something grammatical and said it 
grammatically; and this means doing it in accordance with the grammatical knowledge in 
himself. 


Again, the case of the arts and that of the virtues are not similar; for the products of 
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7 S, SO that it is enough that they should have a 
certain Sharer but if the arts that are in accordance with the virtues have themselves a 
certain character it does not follow that they are done justly or temperately. The agent also 
must be in a certain condition when he does them; in the first place he must have knowl- 
edge, secondly he must oaths acizaantl Choos ditin fata a r 
his action must proceed from a firm and unchangeable character. These are not reckoned 
in as conditions of the possession of the arts, | except the bare knowledge; but as a condi- 
tion of the possession of the virtues knowledge has little or no weight, while the other con- 
ditions count not for a little but for everything, i.e. the very conditions which result from 
often doing just and temperate acts. 

Actions, then, are called just and temperate when they are such as the just or the tem- 
perate man would do; but it is not the man who does those that is just and temperate, but 
the man who also does them as just and temperate men do them. It is well said, then, that 
it is by doing just acts that the just man is produced, and by doing temperate acts the 
temperate man; without doing these no one would have even a prospect of becoming good. 

But most people do not do these, but take refuge in theory and think they are being 
philosophers and will become good in this way, behaving somewhat like patients who lis- 
ten attentively to their doctors, but do none of the things they are ordered to do. As the 
latter will not be made well in body by such a course of treatment, the former will not be 
made well in soul by such a course of philosophy. 


Definition of Moral Virtue 


n y 
ep: o be- 
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toine Lia or being pained or ee rays è 


aa doe lie ae a 


( e.g. with ee to anger 
we cede badly F we feel it rrislently or too avr and well if we feel it moderately; and 
sinan with reference to the other E 


and because we are neither praised nor blamed for our passions (for the man who feels fear 
or anger is not praised, nor is the man who simply feels anger blamed, but the man who 


Again, we feel anger and f 
volve choice. Further, in respect of the passions we are said to be moved, but in respect of 
the virtues and the vices we are said not to be moved but to be disposed in a particular 
way. 

For these reasons also they are not faculties; for we are neither called good or bad, nor 
praised or blamed, for the simple capacity of feeling the passions; again, we have the fac- 
ulties by nature, but we are not made good or bad by nature; we have spoken of this be- 
fore. 


If, then, the virtues are neither passions nor faculties, all that remains is that they 
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Thus we have stated what virtue is in respect of its genus. 


The differentia of moral virtue: it is a disposition to choose the mean 


6. We must, however, not only describe virtue as a state of en but i cg 

en We may remark, then, that) virtue or excellence both brings into good 

| : thing of which it is the ence and makes the work of that thing be done 
pons e.g. the excellence of the eye Falk both the eye and its work good; for it is by the 
excellence of the eye that we see well. Similarly the excellence of the horse makes a horse 
both good in itself and good at li and at sion an its ws and at Poa the aac 
of the PS ath Therefore, f this is true in every case, the virtue of man 4 i 


How this 2 to Sere we have stated already, but it will be made plain also by the fol- 
lowing consideration of the specific nature of virtue. In everything that is continuous and 
divisible it is possible to take more, less, or an equal amount, and that either in terms of 
the thing itself or relatively to us; and the equal is an intermediate between excess and de- 
fect. By the intermediate i in bins -S I mean that which is equidistant from each of the 
extremes, which is one and the same for all men; by the intermediate relatively to us that 
which is neither too much nor too shecle=ad aiat is not one, nor the same for all. For in- 
stance, if ten is many and two is few, six is the intermediate, taken in terms of the object; 
for it exceeds and is exceeded by an equal amount; this is intermediate according to arith- 
metical proportion. But the intermediate relatively to us is not to be taken so; if ten 
pounds are too much for a particular person to eat and two too little, 
that the trainer will order six pounds; for this also is perhaps too much for the person who 
is to take it, or too little—too little for Milo, too much for the beginner in athletic exer- 
cises. The same is true of running and wrestling. Thus a master of any art avoids excess 
and defect, but seeks the intermediate and chooses this—the intermediate not in the ob- 
ject but relatively to us. 

If it is thus, then, that every art does its work well—by looking to the intermediate 
and judging its works by this standard (so that we often say of good works of art that it 
is not possible either to take away or to add anything, implying that excess and defect de- 
stroy the goodness of works of art, while the mean preserves it; and good artists, as we say, 
look to this in their work), and if, further, virtue is more exact and better than any art, as 
nature also is, then virtue 2 must “une chs sel ot poude at o A I mean 


: , and this is characteristic of vircue. Similarly with re- 
jini to actions also there is excess, defect, and the intermediate. Now virtue is concerned 
with passions and actions, in which excess is a form of failure, and so is defect, while the 
intermediate is praised and is a form of success; and being praised and being successful are 
both characteristics of virtue. Therefore virtue is a kind of mean, since, as we have seen, it 
aims at what is intermediate. 

Again, it is possible to fail in many ways (for evil belongs to the class of the unlimited, 
as the Pythagoreans conjectured, and good to that of the limited), while to succeed is pos- 
sible only in one way (for which reason also one is easy and the other difficult—to miss 
the mark easy, to hit it difficult); for these reasons also, then, excess and defect are charac- 
teristic of vice, and the mean of virtue; 
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For men are see in but one ae. but bad in Sela 


f a choice, lying in a mean, i.e., the 
mean diesel to us, Ss this is being determined by «tina principle and by that SCE 
by which the ma armine i 
_ vices, that which depend: h de S and again it is a 
mean because the vices cagpeonntly fall or i or a Sm is ube’ in both passions 
and actions, while virtue both finds and chooses that which is intermediate. Hence in re- 
spect of what it is, i.e. the definition which states its essence, virtue is a mean, with regard 
to what is best and right an extreme. 

But not every action nor every passion admits of a mean; for some have names that al- 
ready imply badness, e.g. spite, shamelessness, envy, and in the case of actions adultery, 
theft, murder; for all of these and suchlike things imply by their names that they are them- 
selves bad, and not the excesses or deficiencies of them. It is not possible, then, ever to be 
right with regard to them; one must always be wrong. Nor does goodness or badness with 
regard to such things depend on committing adultery with the right woman, at the right 
time, and in the right way, but simply to do any of them is to go wrong. It would be 
equally absurd, then, to expect that in unjust, cowardly, and voluptuous action there 
should be a mean, an excess, and a deficiency; for at that rate there would be a mean of ex- 
cess and of deficiency, an excess of excess, and a deficiency of deficiency. But as there is no 
excess and deficiency of temperance and courage because what is intermediate is in a sense 
an extreme, so too of the actions we have mentioned there is no mean nor any excess and 
deficiency, but however they are done they are wrong; for in general there is neither a mean 
of excess and deficiency, nor excess and deficiency of a mean. 


BOOK III ¢ MORAL VIRTUE (cont.) 


Inner Side of Moral Virtue: 
Conditions of Responsibility for Action 


Praise and blame attach to voluntary actions, i.e., actions done (1) not under compulsion, and 
(2) with knowledge of the circumstances 


1. Since virtue is concerned with passions and actions, and on voluntary passions and ac- 
tions praise and blame are bestowed, on those that are involuntary pardon, and sometimes 
also pity, to distinguish the voluntary and the involuntary is presumably necessary for 
those who are studying the nature of virtue, and useful also for legislators with a view to 
the assigning both of honours and of punishments. 

Those things, then, are thought involuntary, which take place by force or owing to ig- 
norance; | and that is compulsory of which the moving principle is outside, being a prin- 
ciple in which nothing is contributed by the person who acts—or, rather, is acted upon, 
e.g. if he were to be carried somewhere by a wind, or by men who had him in their power. 

But with regard to the things that are done from fear of greater evils or for some noble 
object (e.g. if a tyrant were to order one to do something base, having one’s parents and 
children in his power, and if one did the action they were to be saved, but otherwise would 
be put to death), it may be debated whether such actions are involuntary or voluntary. 
Something of the sort happens also with regard to the throwing of goods overboard in a 
storm; for in the abstract no one throws goods away voluntarily, but on condition of its se- 
curing the safety of himself and his crew any sensible man does so. Such actions, then, are 
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mixed, but are more like voluntary actions; for they are worthy of choice at the time when 
they are done, and the end of an action is relative to the occasion. Both the terms, then, 
‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’, must be used with reference to the moment of action. Now 
the man acts voluntarily; for the principle that moves the instrumental parts of the body 
in such actions is in him, and the things of which the moving principle is in a man him- 
self are in his power to do or not to do. Such actions, therefore, are voluntary, but in the 
abstract perhaps involuntary; for no one would choose any such act in itself. 

For such actions men are sometimes even praised, when they endure something base or 
painful in return for great and noble objects gained; in the opposite case they are blamed, 
since to endure the greatest indignities for no noble end or for a trifling end is the mark 
of an inferior person. On some actions praise indeed is not bestowed, but pardon is, when 
one does a wrongful act under pressure which overstrains human nature and which no one 
could withstand. But some acts, perhaps, we cannot be forced to do, but ought rather to 
face death after the most fearful sufferings; for the things that ‘forced’ Euripides’ Alcmaeon 
to slay his mother seem absurd. It is difficult sometimes to determine what should be cho- 
sen at what cost, and what should be endured in return for what gain, and yet more diff- 
cult to abide by our decisions; for as a rule what is expected is painful, and what we are 
forced to do is base, whence praise and blame are bestowed on those who have been forced 
or have not. | 

What sort of acts, then, should be called forced? We answer that without qualification 
actions are so when the cause is in the external circumstances and the agent contributes 
nothing. But the things that in themselves are involuntary, but now and in return for these 
gains are worthy of choice, and whose moving principle is in the agent, are in themselves 
involuntary, but now and in return for these gains voluntary. They are more like volun- 
tary acts; for actions are in the class of particulars, and the particular acts here are volun- 
tary. What sort of things are to be chosen, and in return for what, it is not easy to state; 
for there are many differences in the particular cases. 

But if someone were to say that pleasant and noble objects have a forcing power, forc- 
ing us from without, all acts would be for him forced; for it is for these objects that all 
men do everything they do. And those who act by force and unwillingly act with pain, 
but those who do acts for their pleasantness or nobility do them with pleasure; it is ab- 
surd to make external circumstances responsible, and not oneself, as being easily caught 
by such attractions, and to make oneself responsible for noble acts but the pleasant objects 
responsible for base acts. The forced, then, seems to be that whose moving principle is out- 
side, the person forced contributing nothing. 

Everything that is done by reason of ignorance is zot voluntary; it is only what produces 
pain and regret that is zzvoluntary. For the man who has done something owing to igno- 
rance, and feels not the least vexation at his action, has not acted voluntarily, since he did 
not know what he was doing, nor yet involuntarily, since he is not pained. Of people, then, 
who act by reason of ignorance he who regrets is thought an involuntary agent, and the 
man who does not regret may, since he is different, be called a not voluntary agent; for, 
since he differs from the other, it is better that he should have a name of his own. 

Acting by reason of ignorance seems also to be different from acting ¿n ignorance; for 
the man who is drunk or in a rage is thought to act as a result not of ignorance but of one 
of the causes mentioned, yet not knowingly but in ignorance. 

Now every wicked man is ignorant of what he ought to do and what he ought to ab- 
stain from, and error of this kind makes men unjust and in general bad; but the term ‘in- 
voluntary’ tends to be used not if a man is ignorant of what is to his advantage—for it is 
not mistaken purpose that makes an action involuntary (4¢ makes men wicked), nor igno- 
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rance of the universal (for that men are blamed), but ignorance of particulars, i.e. of the cir- 
cumstances of the action and the objects with which it is concerned. | For it is on these 
that both pity and pardon depend, since the person who is ignorant of any of these acts 
involuntarily. 

Perhaps it is just as well, therefore, to determine their nature and number. A man may 
be ignorant, then, of who he is, what he is doing, what or whom he is acting on, and some- 
times also what (e.g. what instrument) he is doing it with, and to what end (e.g. he may 
think his act will conduce to someone's safety), and how he is doing it (e.g. whether 
gently or violently). Now of all of these no one could be ignorant unless he were mad, and 
evidently also he could not be ignorant of the agent; for how could he not know himself ? 
But of what he is doing a man might be ignorant, as for instance people say ‘it slipped out 
of their mouths as they were speaking’, or ‘they did not know it was a secret’, as Aeschy- 
lus said of the mysteries, or a man might say he ‘let it go off when he merely wanted to 
show its working’, as the man did with the catapult. Again, one might think one’s son was 
an enemy, as Merope did, or that a pointed spear had a button on it, or that a stone was 
pumice-stone; or one might give a man a draught to save him, and really kill him; or one 
might want to touch a man, as people do in sparring, and really wound him. The igno- 
rance may relate, then, to any of these things, and the man who was ignorant of any of 
these is thought to have acted involuntarily, and especially if he was ignorant on the most 
important points; and these are thought to be the circumstances of the action and its end. 
Further, the doing of an act that is called involuntary in virtue of ignorance of this sort 
must be painful and involve regret. 

Since that which is done by force or by reason of ignorance is involuntary, the volun- 
tary would seem to be that of which the moving principle is in the agent himself, he being 
aware of the particular circumstances of the action. Presumably acts done by reason of 
anger or appetite are not rightly called involuntary. For in the first place, on that showing 
none of the other animals will act voluntarily, nor will children; and secondly, is it meant 
that we do not do voluntarily avy of the acts that are due to appetite or anger, or that we 
do the noble acts voluntarily and the base acts involuntarily? Is not this absurd, when one 
and the same thing is the cause? But it would surely be odd to describe as involuntary the 
things one ought to desire; and we ought both to be angry at certain things and to have 
an appetite for certain things, e.g. for health and for learning. Also what is involuntary is 
thought to be painful, but what is in accordance with appetite is thought to be pleasant. 
Again, what is the difference in respect of involuntariness between errors committed upon 
calculation and those committed in anger? Both are to be avoided, | but the irrational pas- 
sions are thought not less human than reason is, and therefore also the actions which pro- 
ceed from anger or appetite are the man’s actions. It would be odd, then, to treat them as 
involuntary. 


Moral virtue implies that the action is done (3) by choice: the object of choice is the result 
of previous deliberation 


2. Both the voluntary and the involuntary having been delimited, we must next discuss 
choice; for it is thought to be most closely bound up with virtue, and to discriminate char- 
acters better than actions do. 

Choice, then, seems to be voluntary, but not the same thing as the voluntary; the lat- 
ter extends more widely. For both children and the lower animals share in voluntary ac- 
tion, but not in choice, and acts done on the spur of the moment we describe as voluntary, 
but not as chosen. 

Those who say it is appetite or anger or wish or a kind of opinion do not seem to be 


— 
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right. For choice is not common to irrational creatures as well, but appetite and anger are. 
Again, the incontinent man acts with appetite, but not with choice; while the continent 
man on the contrary acts with choice, but not with appetite. Again, appetite is contrary 
to choice, but not appetite to appetite. Again, appetite relates to the pleasant and the 
painful, choice neither to the painful nor to the pleasant. 

Still less is it anger; for acts due to anger are thought to be less than any others objects 
of choice. 

But neither is it wish, though it seems near to it; for choice cannot relate to impossi- 
bles, and if any one said he chose them he would be thought silly; but there may be a wish 
even for impossibles, e.g. for immortality. And wish may relate to things that could in no 
way be brought about by one’s own efforts, e.g. that a particular actor or athlete should 
win in a competition; but no one chooses such things, but only the things chat he thinks 
could be brought about by his own efforts. Again, wish relates rather to the end, choice 
to the means; for instance, we wish to be healthy, but we choose the acts which will make 
us healthy, and we wish to be happy and say we do, but we cannot well say we choose to 
be so; for, in general, choice seems to relate to the things that are in our own power. 

For this reason, too, it cannot be opinion; for opinion is thought to relate to all kinds 
of things, no less to eternal things and impossible things than to things in our own power; 
and it is distinguished by its falsity or truth, not by its badness or goodness, while choice 
is distinguished rather by these. 

Now with opinion in general perhaps no one even says it is identical. | But it is not 
identical even with any kind of opinion; for by choosing what is good or bad we are men 
of a certain character, which we are not by holding certain opinions. And we choose to get 
or avoid something good or bad, but we have opinions about what a thing is or whom it 
is good for or how it is good for him; we can hardly be said to opine to get or avoid any- 
thing. And choice is praised for being related to the right object or for being right, opin- 
ion for being true. And we choose what we best know to be good, but we opine what we 
do not in the least know to be good; and it is not the same people that are thought to make 
the best choices and to have the best opinions, but some are thought to have fairly good 
opinions, but by reason of vice to choose what they should not. If opinion precedes choice 
or accompanies it, that makes no difference; for it is not this that we are considering, but 
whether choice is zdentical with some kind of opinion. 

What, then, or what kind of thing is it, since it is none of the things we have men- 
tioned? It seems to be voluntary, but not all that is voluntary to be an object of choice. Is 
it, then, what has been deliberated about before? At any rate choice involves a rational 
principle and thought. Even the name seems to suggest that it is what is chosen before 
other things. 


The nature of deliberation and its objects: choice is deliberate desire of things in our own 
power 


3. Do we deliberate about everything, and is everything a possible subject of deliberation, 
or is deliberation impossible about some things? We ought presumably to call not what a 
fool or a madman would deliberate about, but what s sensible man would deliberate about, 
a subject of deliberation. Now about eternal things no one deliberates, e.g. about the ma- 
terial universe or the incommensurability of the diagonal and the side of a square. But no 
more do we deliberate about the things that involve movement but always happen in the 
same way, whether of necessity or by nature or from any other cause, e.g. the solstices and 
the risings of the stars; nor about things that happen now in one way, now in another, e.g. 
droughts and rains; nor about chance events, like the finding of treasure. But we do not 
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deliberate even about all human affairs; for instance, no Spartan deliberates about the best 
constitution for the Scythians. For none of these things can be brought about by our own 
efforts. 

We deliberate about things that are in our power and can be done; and these are in fact 
what is left. For nature, necessity, and chance are thought to be causes, and also reason and 
everything that depends on man. Now every class of men deliberates about the things that 
can be done by their own efforts. And in the case of exact and self-contained sciences there 
is no deliberation, | e.g. about the letters of the alphabet (for we have no doubt how they 
should be written); but the things that are brought about by our own efforts, but not al- 
ways in the same way, are the things about which we deliberate, e.g. questions of medical 
treatment or of money-making. And we do so more in the case of the art of navigation 
than in that of gymnastics, inasmuch as it has been less exactly worked out, and again 
about other things in the same ratio, and more also in the case of the arts than in that of 
the sciences; for we have more doubt about the former. Deliberation is concerned with 
things that happen in a certain way for the most part, but in which the event is obscure, 
and with things in which it is indeterminate. We call in others to aid us in deliberation 
on important questions, distrusting ourselves as not being equal to deciding. 

We deliberate not about ends but about means. For a doctor does not deliberate whether 
he shall heal, nor an orator whether he shall convince, nor a statesman whether he shall 
produce law and order, nor does any one else deliberate about his end. Having set the end, 
they consider how and by what means it is to be attained; and if it seems to be produced 
by several means they consider by which it is most easily and best produced, while if it is 
achieved by one only they consider how it will be achieved by this and by what means thzs 
will be achieved, till they come to the first cause, which in the order of discovery is last. 
For the person who deliberates seems to inquire and analyse in the way described as though 
he were analysing a geometrical construction’ (not all inquiry appears to be deliberation— 
for instance mathematical inquiries—but all deliberation is inquiry), and what is last in 
the order of analysis seems to be first in the order of becoming. And if we come on an im- 
possibility, we give up the search, e.g. if we need money and this cannot be got; but if a 
thing appears possible we try to do it. By ‘possible’ things I mean things that might be 
brought about by our own efforts; and these in a sense include things that can be brought 
about by the efforts of our friends, since the moving principle is in ourselves. The subject 
of investigation is sometimes the instruments, sometimes the use of them; and similarly 
in the other cases—sometimes the means, sometimes the mode of using it or the means 
of bringing it about. It seems, then, as has been said, that man is a moving principle of 
actions; now deliberation is about the things to be done by the agent himself, and actions 
are for the sake of things other than themselves. For the end cannot be a subject of delib- 
eration, but only the means; nor indeed can the particular facts be a subject of it, e.g. 
whether this is bread or has been baked as it should; | for these are matters of perception. 
If we are to be always deliberating, we shall have to go on to infinity. 

The same thing is deliberated upon and is chosen, except that the object of choice is 
already determinate, since it is that which has been decided upon as a result of delibera- 
tion that is the object of choice. For everyone ceases to inquire how he is to act when he 
has brought the moving principle back to himself and to the ruling part of himself; for 
this is what chooses. This is plain also from the ancient constitutions, which Homer rep- 
resented; for the kings announced their choices to the people. The object of choice being 
one of the things in our own power which is desired after deliberation, choice will be de- 
liberate desire of things in our own power; for when we have reached a judgement as a re- 
sult of deliberation, we desire in accordance with our deliberation. 


ay 
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We may take it, then, that we have described choice in outline; we have stated the na- 
ture of its objects and the fact that it is concerned with means. 


The object of rational wish is the end, i.e. the good or apparent good 


4. That wish is for the end has already been stated; some think it is for the good, others 
for the apparent good. Now those who say that the good is the object of wish must admit 
in consequence that that which the man who does not choose aright wishes for is not an 
object of wish (for if it is to be so, it must also be good; but it may well have been bad); 
while those who say that apparent good is the object of wish must admit that there is no 
natural object of wish, but only what seems good to each man. Now different things ap- 
pear good to different people, and, if it so happens, even contrary things. 

If these consequences are unpleasing, are we to say that absolutely and in truth the good 
is the object of wish, but for each person the apparent good; that that which is in truth an 
object of wish is an object of wish to the good man, while any chance thing may be so to 
the bad man, as in the case of bodies also the things that are in truth wholesome are whole- 
some for bodies which are in good condition, while for those that are diseased other things 
are wholesome—or bitter or sweet or hot or heavy, and so on; since the good man judges 
each class of things rightly, and in each the truth appears to him? For each state of char- 
acter has its own ideas of the noble and the pleasant, and perhaps the good man differs 
from others most by seeing the truth in each class of things, being as it were the norm and 
measure of them. In most things the error seems to be due to pleasure; for this appears a 
good when it is not. | We therefore choose the pleasant as a good and avoid pain as an evil. 


We are responsible for bad as well as for good actions 


5. The end, then, being what we wish for, the means what we deliberate about and choose, 
actions concerning means must be according to choice and voluntary. Now the exercise of 
the virtues is concerned with means. Therefore virtue also is in our own power, and so too 
vice. For where it is in cur power to act it 1s also in our power not to act, and vice versa; so 
that, if to act, where this is noble, is in our power, not to act, which will be base, will also 
be in our power, and if not to act, where this is noble, is in our power, to act, which will 
be base, will also be in our power. Now if it is in our power to do noble or base acts, and 
likewise in our power not to do them, and this was what being good or bad meant, then 
it is in our power to be virtuous or vicious. 

The saying that ‘no one is voluntarily wicked nor involuntarily happy’ seems to be 
partly false and partly true; for no one is involuntarily happy, but wickedness zs voluntary. 
Or else we shall have to dispute what has just been said, at any rate, and deny that man is 
a moving principle or begetter of his actions, as of children. But if these facts are evident 
and we cannot refer actions to moving principles other than those in ourselves, the acts 
whose moving principles are in us must themselves also be in our power and voluntary. 

Witness seems to be borne to this both by individuals in their private capacity and by 
legislators themselves; for these punish and take vengeance on those who do wicked acts 
(unless they have acted under compulsion or as a result of ignorance for which they are not 
themselves responsible), while they honour those who do noble acts, as though they meant 
to encourage the latter and deter the former. But no one is encouraged to do the things 
that are neither in our power nor voluntary; it is assumed that there is no gain in being 
persuaded not to be hot or in pain or hungry or the like, since we shall experience these 
feelings none the less. Indeed, we punish a man for his very ignorance, if he is thought re- 
sponsible for the ignorance, as when penalties are doubled in the case of drunkenness; for 
the moving principle is in the man himself, since he had the power of not getting drunk 
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and his getting drunk was the cause of his ignorance. And we punish those who are igno- 
rant of anything in the laws that they ought to know and that is not difficult, | and so too 
in the case of anything else that they are thought to be ignorant of through carelessness; 
we assume that it is in their power not to be ignorant, since they have the power of tak- 
ing care. 

But perhaps a man is the kind of man not to take care. Still they are themselves by their 
slack lives responsible for becoming men of that kind, and men are themselves responsi- 
ble for being unjust or self-indulgent, in that they cheat or spend their time in drinking- 
bouts and the like; for it is activities exercised on particular objects that make the corre- 
sponding character. This is plain from the case of people training for any contest or action; 
they practise the activity the whole time. Now not to know that it is from the exercise of 
activities on particular objects that states of character are produced is the mark of a thor- 
oughly senseless person. Again, it is irrational to suppose that a man who acts unjustly 
does not wish to be unjust or a man who acts self-indulgently to be self-indulgent. But if 
without being ignorant a man does the things which will make him unjust, he will be un- 
just voluntarily. Yet it does not follow that if he wishes he will cease to be unjust and will 
be just. For neither does the man who is ill become well on those terms. We may suppose 
a case in which he is ill voluntarily, through living incontinently and disobeying his doc- 
tors. In that case it was then open to him not to be ill, but not now, when he has thrown 
away his chance, just as when you have let a stone go it is too late to recover it; but yet it 
was in your power to throw it, since the moving principle was in you. So, too, to the un- 
just and to the self-indulgent man it was open at the beginning not to become men of this 
kind; and so they are unjust and self-indulgent voluntarily; but now that they have be- 
come so it is not possible for them not to be so. 

But not only are the vices of the soul voluntary, but those of the body also for some 
men, whom we accordingly blame; while no one blames those who are ugly by nature, we 
blame those who are so owing to want of exercise and care. So it is, too, with respect to 
weakness and infirmity; no one would reproach a man blind from birth or by disease or 
from a blow, but rather pity him, while every one would blame a man who was blind from 
drunkenness or some other form of self-indulgence. Of vices of the body, then, those in 
our own power are blamed, those not in our power are not. And if this be so, in the other 
cases also the vices that are blamed must be in our own power. 

Now someone may say that all men aim at the apparent good, but have no control over 
the appearance, but the end appears to each man in a form answering to his character. | 
We reply that if each man is somehow responsible for his state of character, he will also be 
himself somehow responsible for the appearance; but if not, no one is responsible for his 
own evildoing, but everyone does evil acts through ignorance of the end, thinking that by 
these he will get what is best, and the aiming at the end is not self-chosen but one must 
be born with an eye, as it were, by which to judge rightly and choose what is truly good, 
and he is well endowed by nature who is well endowed with this. For it is what is great- 
est and most noble, and what we cannot get or learn from another, but must have just such 
as it was when given us at birth, and to be well and nobly endowed with this will be per- 
fect and true excellence of natural endowment. If this is true, then, how will virtue be more 
voluntary than vice? To both men alike, the good and the bad, the end appears and is fixed 
by nature or however it may be, and it is by referring everything else to this that men do 
whatever they do. 

Whether, then, ic is not by nature that the end appears to each man such as it does ap- 
pear, but something also depends on him, or the end is natural but because the good man 
adopts the means voluntarily virtue is voluntary, vice also will be none the less voluntary; 
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for in the case of the bad man there is equally present that which depends on himself in 
his actions even if not in his end. If, then, as is asserted, the virtues are voluntary (for we 
are ourselves somehow part-causes of our states of character, and it is by being persons of 
a certain kind that we set the end to be so and so), the vices also will be voluntary; for the 
same is true of them. 

With regard to the virtues in general we have stated their genus in outline, viz. that they 
are means and that they are states of character, and that they tend, and by their own na- 
ture, to the doing of the acts by which they are produced, and that they are in our power 
and voluntary, and act as the right rule prescribes. But actions and states of character are 
not voluntary in the same way; for we are masters of our actions from the beginning right 
to the end, if we know the particular facts, but though we control the beginning of our 
states of character the gradual progress is not obvious, | any more than it is in illnesses; 
because it was in our power, however, to act in this way or not in this way, therefore the 
states are voluntary. 


BOOK V ¢ MORAL VIRTUE (cont.) 


Justice: Its Sphere and Outer Nature: 
In What Sense it is a Mean 


The just as the lawful (universal justice) and the just as the fair and equal (particular justice): 
the former considered 


1. With regard to justice and injustice we must consider (1) what kind of actions they are 
concerned with, (2) what sort of mean justice is, and (3) between what extremes the just 
act is intermediate. Our investigation shall follow the same course as the preceding dis- 
cussions. 

We see that all men mean by justice that kind of state of character which makes peo- 
ple disposed to do what is just and makes them act justly and wish for what is just; and 
similarly by injustice that state which makes them act unjustly and wish for what is un- 
just. Let us too, then, lay this down as a general basis. For the same is not true of the sci- 
ences and the faculties as of states of character. A faculty or a science which is one and the 
same is held to relate to contrary objects, but a state of character which is one of two con- 
traries does not produce the contrary results; e.g. as a result of health we do not do what is 
the opposite of healthy, but only what is healthy; for we say a man walks healthily, when 
he walks as a healthy man would. 

Now often one contrary state is recognized from its contrary, and often states are rec- 
ognized from the subjects that exhibit them; for (A) if good condition is known, bad con- 
dition also becomes known, and (B) good condition is known from the things that are in 
good condition, and they from it. If good condition is firmness of flesh, it is necessary both 
that bad condition should be flabbiness of flesh and that the wholesome should be that 
which causes firmness in flesh. And it follows for the most part that if one contrary is am- 
biguous the other also will be ambiguous; e.g. that if ‘just’ is so, ‘unjust’ will be so too. 

Now ‘justice’ and ‘injustice’ seem to be ambiguous, but because their different mean- 
ings approach near to one another the ambiguity escapes notice and is not obvious as it is, 
comparatively, when che meanings are far apart, e.g. (for here the difference in outward 
form is great) as the ambiguity in the use of keis for the collar-bone of an animal and for 
that with which we lock a door. Let us take as a starting-point, then, the various mean- 
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ings of ‘an unjust man’. Both the lawless man and the grasping and unfair man are thought 
to be unjust, so that evidently both the law-abiding and the fair man will be just. The 
just, then, is the lawful and the fair, the unjust the unlawful and the unfair. | 

Since the unjust man is grasping, he must be concerned with goods—not all goods, but 
those with which prosperity and adversity have to do, which taken absolutely are always 
good, but for a particular person are not always good. Now men pray for and pursue these 
things; but they should not, but should pray that the things that are good absolutely may 
also be good for them, and should choose the things that are good for them. The unjust 
man does not always choose the greater, but also the less—in the case of things bad ab- 
solutely; but because the lesser evil is itself thought to be in a sense good, and grasping- 
ness is directed at the good, therefore he is thought to be grasping. And he is unfair; for 
this contains and is common to both. 

Since the lawless man was seen to be unjust and the law-abiding man just, evidently 
all lawful acts are in a sense just acts; for the acts laid down by the legislative art are law- 
ful, and each of these, we say, is just. Now the laws in their enactments on all subjects aim 
at the common advantage either of all or of the best or of those who hold power, or some- 
thing of the sort; so that in one sense we call those acts just that tend to produce and pre- 
serve happiness and its components for the political society. And the law bids us do both 
the acts of a brave man (e.g. not to desert our post nor take to flight nor throw away our 
arms), and those of a temperate man (e.g. not to commit adultery nor to gratify one’s lust), 
and those of a good-tempered man (e.g. not to strike another nor to speak evil), and simi- 
larly with regard to the other virtues and forms of wickedness, commanding some acts and 
forbidding others; and the rightly-framed law does this rightly, and the hastily conceived 
one less well. 

This form of justice, then, is complete virtue, although not without qualification, but 
in relation to our neighbour. And therefore justice is often thought to be the greatest of 
virtues, and ‘neither evening nor morning star’ is so wonderful; and proverbially ‘in jus- 
tice is every virtue comprehended’. And it is complete virtue in its fullest sense because it 
is the actual exercise of complete virtue. It is complete because he who possesses it can ex- 
ercise his virtue not only in himself but towards his neighbour also; for many men can ex- 
ercise virtue in their own affairs, but not in their relations to their neighbour. | This is why 
the saying of Bias is thought to be true, that ‘rule will show the man’; for a ruler is nec- 
essarily in relation to other men, and a member of a society. For this same reason justice, 
alone of the virtues, is thought to be ‘another’s good’, because it is related to our neigh- 
bour; for it does what is advantageous to another, either a ruler or a co-partner. Now the 
worst man is he who exercises his wickedness both towards himself and towards his 
friends, and the best man is not he who exercises his virtue towards himself but he who 
exercises it towards another; for this is a difficult task. Justice in this sense, then, is not 
part of virtue but virtue entire, nor is the contrary injustice a part of vice but vice entire. 
What the difference is between virtue and justice in this sense is plain from what we have 
said; they are the same but their essence is not the same; what, as a relation to one’s neigh- 
bour, is justice is, as a certain kind of state without qualification, virtue. 


The just as the fair and equal: divided into distribution and rectificatory justice 


2. But at all events what we are investigating is the justice which is a part of virtue; for 
there is a justice of this kind, as we maintain. Similarly it is with injustice in the particu- 
lar sense that we are concerned. 

That there is such a thing is indicated by the fact that while the man who exhibits in 
action the other forms of wickedness acts wrongly indeed, but not graspingly (e.g. the man 
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who throws away his shield through cowardice or speaks harshly through bad temper or 
fails to help a friend with money through meanness), when a man acts graspingly he often 
exhibits none of these vices—no, nor all together, but certainly wickedness of some kind 
(for we blame him) and injustice. There is, then, another kind of injustice which is a part 
of injustice in the wide sense, and a use of the word ‘unjust’ which answers to a part of 
what is unjust in the wide sense of ‘contrary to the law’. Again, if one man commits adul- 
tery for the sake of gain and makes money by it, while another does so at the bidding of 
appetite though he loses money and is penalized for it, the latter would be held to be self- 
indulgent rather than grasping, but the former is unjust, but not self-indulgent; evidently, 
therefore, he is unjust by reason of his making gain by his act. Again, all other unjust acts 
are ascribed invariably to some particular kind of wickedness, e.g. adultery to self-indul- 
gence, the desertion of a comrade in battle to cowardice, physical violence to anger; but if 
a man makes gain, his action is ascribed to no form of wickedness but injustice. Evidently, 
therefore, there is apart from injustice in the wide sense another, ‘particular’, injustice 
which shares the name and nature of the first, because its definition falls within the same 
genus; | for the significance of both consists in a relation to one’s neighbour, but the one 
is concerned with honour or money or safety—or that which includes all these, if we had 
a single name for it—and its motive is the pleasure that arises from gain; while the other 
is concerned with all the objects with which the good man is concerned. 

It is clear, then, that there is more than one kind of justice, and that there is one which 
is distinct from virtue entire; we must try to grasp its genus and differentia. 

The unjust has been divided into the unlawful and the unfair, and the just into the law- 
ful and the fair. To the unlawful answers the aforementioned sense of injustice. But since 
the unfair and the unlawful are not the same, but are different as a part is from its whole 
(for all that is unfair is unlawful, but not all that is unlawful is unfair), the unjust and in- 
justice in the sense of the unfair are not the same as but different from the former kind, 
as part from whole; for injustice in this sense is a part of injustice in the wide sense, and 
similarly justice in the one sense of justice in the other. Therefore we must speak also about 
particular justice and particular injustice, and similarly about the just and the unjust. The 
justice, then, which answers to the whole of virtue, and the corresponding injustice, one 
being the exercise of virtue as a whole, and the other that of vice as a whole, towards one’s 
neighbour, we may leave on one side. And how the meanings of ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ which 
answer to these are to be distinguished is evident; for practically the majority of the acts 
commanded by the law are those which are prescribed from the point of view of virtue 
taken as a whole; for the law bids us practise every virtue and forbids us to practise any 
vice. And the things that tend to produce virtue taken as a whole are those of the acts pre- 
scribed by the law which have been prescribed with a view to education for the common 
good. But with regard to the education of the individual as such, which makes him with- 
out qualification a good man, we must determine later whether this is the function of the 
political art or of another; for perhaps it is not the same to be a good man and a good citi- 
zen of any state taken at random. 

Of particular justice and that which is just in the corresponding sense, (A) one kind is 
that which is manifested in distributions of honour or money or the other things that fall 
to be divided among those who have a share in the constitution (for in these it is possible 
for one man to have a share either unequal or equal to that of another), and (B) one is that 
which plays a rectifying part in transactions between man and man. | Of this there are two 
divisions; of transactions (1) some are voluntary and (2) others involuntary—voluntary 
such transactions as sale, purchase, loan for consumption, pledging, loan for use, deposit- 
ing, letting (they are called voluntary because the origin of these transactions is voluntary), 
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while of the involuntary (a) some are clandestine, such as theft, adultery, poisoning, 
procuring, enticement of slaves, assassination, false witness, and (4) others are violent, such 
as assault, imprisonment, murder, robbery with violence, mutilation, abuse, insult. 


BOOK VI ¢ INTELLECTUAL VIRTUE 


Introduction 


Reasons for studying intellectual virtue: intellect divided into the contemplative and the cal- 
culative 


1. Since we have previously said that one ought to choose that which is intermediate, not 
the excess nor the defect, and that the intermediate is determined by the dictates of the 
right rule, let us discuss the nature of these dictates. In all the states of character we have 
mentioned, as in all other matters, there is a mark to which the man who has the rule 
looks, and heightens or relaxes his activity accordingly, and there is a standard which de- 
termines the mean states which we say are intermediate between excess and defect, being 
in accordance with the right rule. But such a statement, though true, is by no means clear; 
for not only here but in all other pursuits which are objects of knowledge it is indeed true 
to say that we must not exert ourselves nor relax our efforts too much or too little, but to 
an intermediate extent and as the right rule dictates; but if a man had only this knowl- 
edge he would be none the wiser—e.g. we should not know what sort of medicines to 
apply to our body if someone were to say ‘all those which the medical art prescribes, and 
which agree with the practice of one who possesses the art’. Hence it is necessary with 
regard to the states of the soul also, not only that this true statement should be made, 
but also that it should be determined what is the right rule and what is the standard that 
fixes it. 

We divided the virtues of the soul and said that some are virtues of character and oth- 
ers of intellect. | Now we have discussed in detail the moral virtues; with regard to the oth- 
ers let us express our view as follows, beginning with some remarks about the soul. We said 
before that there are two parts of the soul—that which grasps a rule or rational principle, 
and the irrational; let us now draw a similar distinction within the part which grasps a ra- 
tional principle. And let it be assumed that there are two parts which grasp a rational prin- 
ciple—one by which we contemplate the kind of things whose originative causes are in- 
variable, and one by which we contemplate variable things; for where objects differ in kind 
the part of the soul answering to each of the two is different in kind, since it is in virtue of 
a certain likeness and kinship with their objects that they have the knowledge they have. 
Let one of these parts be called the scientific and the other the calculative; for to deliberate 
and to calculate are the same thing, but no one deliberates about the invariable. Therefore 
the calculative is one part of the faculty which grasps a rational principle. We must, then, 
learn what is the best state of each of these two parts; for this is the virtue of each. 


The proper object of contemplation is truth; that of calculation is truth corresponding with 
right desire 


2. The virtue of a thing is relative to its proper work. Now there are three things in the 
soul which control action and truth—sensation, reason, desire. 

Of these sensation originates no action; this is plain from the fact that the lower ani- 
mals have sensation but no share in action. 
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What affirmation and negation are in thinking, pursuit and avoidance are in desire; so 
that since moral virtue is a state of character concerned with choice, and choice is delib- 
erate desire, therefore both the reasoning must be true and the desire right, if the choice 
is to be good, and the latter must pursue just what the former asserts. Now this kind of 
intellect and of truth is practical; of the intellect which is contemplative, not practical nor 
productive, the good and the bad state are truth and falsity respectively (for this is the 
work of everything intellectual); while of the part which is practical and intellectual the 
good state is truth in agreement with right desire. 

The origin of action—its efficient, not its final cause—is choice, and that of choice is 
desire and reasoning with a view to an end. This is why choice cannot exist either with- 
out reason and intellect or without a moral state; for good action and its opposite cannot 
exist without a combination of intellect and character. Intellect itself, however, moves 
nothing, but only the intellect which aims at an end and is practical; | for this rules the 
productive intellect as well, since everyone who makes makes for an end, and that which 
is made is not an end in the unqualified sense (but only an end in a particular relation, and 
_the end of a particular operation)—only that which is done is that; for good action is an 
end, and desire aims at this. Hence choice is either desiderative reason or ratiocinative de- 
sire, and such an origin of action is a man. (It is to be noted that nothing that is past is an 
object of choice, e.g. no one chooses to have sacked Troy; for no one de/iberates about the 
past, but about what is future and capable of being otherwise, while what is past is not ca- 
pable of not having taken place; hence Agathon is right in saying: 


For this alone is lacking even to God, 
To make undone things that have once been done.) 


The work of both the intellectual parts, then, is truth. Therefore the states that are most 
strictly those in respect of which each of these parts will reach truth are the virtues of the 
two parts. 


Practical wisdom—knowledge of how to secure the ends of human life 


5. Regarding practical wisdom we shall get at the truth by considering who are the persons 
we credit with it. Now it is thought to be a mark of a man of practical wisdom to be able 
to deliberate well about what is good and expedient for himself, not in some particular re- 
spect, e.g. about what sorts of thing conduce to health or to strength, but about what sorts 
of thing conduce to the good life in general. This is shown by the fact chat we credit men 
with practical wisdom in some particular respect when they have calculated well with a 
view to some good end which is one of those that are not the object of any art. It follows 
that in the general sense also the man who is capable of deliberating has practical wisdom. 
Now no one deliberates about things that are invariable, or about things that it is impos- 
sible for him to do. Therefore, since scientific knowledge involves demonstration, but 
there is no demonstration of things whose first principles are variable (for all such things 
might actually be otherwise), and since it is impossible to deliberate about things that are 
of necessity, | practical wisdom cannot be scientific knowledge or art; not science because 
that which can be done is capable of being otherwise, not art because action and making 
are different kinds of thing. The remaining alternative, then, is that it is a true and rea- 
soned state of capacity to act with regard to the things chat are good or bad for man. For 
while making has an end other than itself, action cannot; for good action itself is its end. 
Ic is for this reason that we think Pericles and men like him have practical wisdom, viz. 
because they can see what is good for themselves and what is good for men in general; we 
consider that those can do this who are good at managing households or states. (This is 
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why we call temperance (saphrosuné ) by this name; we imply that it preserves one’s prac- 
tical wisdom (sézousa ten phronésin). Now what it preserves is a judgement of the kind we 
have described. For it is not any and every judgement that pleasant and painful objects de- 
stroy and pervert, e.g. the judgement that the triangle has or has not its angles equal to 
two right angles, but only judgements about what is to be done. For the originating causes 
of the things that are done consist in the end at which they are aimed; but the man who 
has been ruined by pleasure or pain forthwith fails to see any such originating cause—to 
see that for the sake of this or because of this he ought to choose and do whatever he chooses 
and does; for vice is destructive of the originating cause of action.) 

Practical wisdom, then, must be a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard 
to human goods. But further, while there is such a thing as excellence in art, there is no 
such thing as excellence in practical wisdom; and in art he who errs willingly is prefera- 
ble, but in practical wisdom, as in the virtues, he is the reverse. Plainly, then, practical 
wisdom is a virtue and not an art. There being two parts of the soul that can follow a course 
of reasoning, it must be a virtue of one of the two, i.e. of that part which forms opinions; 
for opinion is about the variable and so is practical wisdom. But yet it is not only a rea- 
soned state; this is shown by the fact that a state of that sort may be forgotten but practi- 
cal wisdom cannot. 


Philosophic wisdom—the union of intuitive reason and science 


7. Wisdom’ (1) in the arts we ascribe to their most finished exponents, e.g. to Phidias as a 
sculptor and to Polyclitus as a maker of portrait-statues, and here we mean nothing by 
wisdom except excellence in art; but (2) we think that some people are wise in general, 
not in some particular field or in any other limited respect, as Homer says in the Margztes, 


Him did the gods make neither a digger nor yet 
a ploughman 
Nor wise in anything else. 


Therefore wisdom must plainly be the most finished of the forms of knowledge. It follows 
that the wise man must not only know what follows from the first principles, but must 
also possess truth about the first principles. Therefore wisdom must be intuitive reason 
combined with scientific knowledge—scientific knowledge of the highest objects which 
has received as it were its proper completion. 

Of the highest objects, we say; for it would be strange to think that the art of politics, 
or practical wisdom, is the best knowledge, since man is not the best thing in the world. 
Now if what is healthy or good is different for men and for fishes, but what is white or 
straight is always the same, anyone would say that what is wise is the same but what is 
practically wise is different; for it is to that which considers well the various matters con- 
cerning itself that one ascribes practical wisdom, and it is to this that one will entrust such 
matters. This is why we say that some even of the lower animals have practical wisdom,’ 
viz. those which are found to have a power of foresight with regard to their own life. It is 
evident also that philosophic wisdom and the art of politics cannot be the same; for if the 
state of mind concerned with a man’s own interests is to be called philosophic wisdom, 
there will be many philosophic wisdoms; there will not be one concerned with the good 
of all animals (any more than there is one art of medicine for all existing things), but a dif- 
ferent philosophic wisdom about the good of each species. 

But if the argument be that man is the best of the animals, this makes no difference; 
for there are other things much more divine in their nature even than man, | e.g., most 
conspicuously, the bodies of which the heavens are framed. From what has been said it is 
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plain, then, that philosophic wisdom is scientific knowledge, combined with intuitive rea- 
son, of the things that are highest by nature. This is why we say Anaxagoras, Thales, and 
men like them have philosophic but not practical wisdom, when we see them ignorant of 
what is to their own advantage, and why we say that they know things that are remark- 
able, admirable, difficult, and divine, but useless; viz. because it is not human goods that 
they seek. 

Practical wisdom on the other hand is concerned with things human and things about 
which it is possible to deliberate; for we say this is above all the work of the man of prac- 
tical wisdom, to deliberate well, but no one deliberates about things invariable, or about 
things which have not an end which is a good that can be brought about by action. The 
man who is without qualification good at deliberating is the man who is capable of aim- 
ing in accordance with calculation at the best for man of things attainable by action. Nor 
is practical wisdom concerned with universals only—it must also recognize the particu- 
lars; for it is practical, and practice is concerned with particulars. This is why some who 
do not know, and especially those who have experience, are more practical than others who 
know; for if a man knew that light meats are digestible and wholesome, but did not know 
which sorts of meat are light, he would not produce health, but the man who knows that 
chicken is wholesome is more likely to produce health. 

Now practical wisdom is concerned with action; therefore one should have both forms 
of it, or the latter in preference to the former. But here, too, there must be a controlling 
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Relation of Philosophic to Practical Wisdom 


What is the use of philosophic and of practical wisdom? Philosophic wisdom is the formal 
cause of happiness; practical wisdom is what ensures the taking of proper means to the proper 
ends desired by moral virtue. 


12. Difficulties might be raised as to the utility of these qualities of mind. For (1) philo- 
sophic wisdom will contemplate none of the things that will make a man happy (for it is 
not concerned with any coming into being), and though practical wisdom has this merit, 
for what purpose do we need it? Practical wisdom is the quality of mind concerned with 
things just and noble and good for man, but these are the things which it is the mark of 
a good man to do, and we are none the more able to act for knowing them if the virtues are 
states of character, just as we are none the better able to act for knowing the things that 
are healthy and sound, in the sense not of producing but of issuing from the state of health; 
for we are none the more able to act for having the art of medicine or of gymnastics. But 
(2) if we are to say that a man should have practical wisdom not for the sake of knowing 
moral truths but for the sake of becoming good, practical wisdom will be of no use to those 
who are good; but again it is of no use to those who have wot virtue; for it will make no 
difference whether they have practical wisdom themselves or obey others who have it, and 
it would be enough for us to do what we do in the case of health; though we wish to be- 
come healthy, yet we do not learn the art of medicine. (3) Besides this, it would be thought 
strange if practical wisdom, being inferior to philosophic wisdom, is to be put in authority 
over it, as seems to be implied by the fact that the art which produces anything rules and 
issues commands about that thing. 

These, then, are the questions we must discuss; so far we have only stated the difficul- 
ties. | 

(1) Now first let us say that in themselves these states must be worthy of choice because 
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they are the virtues of the two parts of the soul respectively, even if neither of them pro- 
duces anything. 

(2) Secondly, they do produce something, not as the art of medicine produces health, 
however, but as health produces health; so does philosophic wisdom produce happiness; 
for, being a part of virtue entire, by being possessed and by actualizing itself it makes a 
man happy. 

(3) Again, the work of man is achieved only in accordance with practical wisdom as 
well as with moral virtue; for virtue makes us aim at the right mark, and practical wis- 
dom makes us take the right means. (Of the fourth part of the soul—the nutritive!'—there 
is no such virtue; for there is nothing which it is in its power to do or nor to do.) 

(4) With regard to our being none the more able to do because of our practical wisdom 
what is noble and just, let us begin a little further back, starting with the following prin- 
ciple. As we say that some people who do just acts are not necessarily just, i.e. those who 
do the acts ordained by the laws either unwillingly or owing to ignorance or for some other 
reason and not for the sake of the acts themselves (though, to be sure, they do what they 
should and all the things that the good man ought), so is it, it seems, that in order to be 
good one must be in a certain state when one does the several acts, i.e. one must do them 
as a result of choice and for the sake of the acts themselves. Now virtue makes the choice 
right, but the question of the things which should naturally be done to carry out our choice 
belongs not to virtue but to another faculty. We must devote our attention to these mat- 
ters and give a clearer statement about them. There is a faculty which is called cleverness; 
and this is such as to be able to do the things that tend towards the mark we have set be- 
fore ourselves, and to hit it. Now if the mark be noble, the cleverness is laudable, but if 
the mark be bad, the cleverness is mere smartness; hence we call even men of practical wis- 
dom clever or smart. Practical wisdom is not the faculty, but it does not exist without this 
faculty. And this eye of the soul acquires its formed state not without the aid of virtue, as 
has been said and is plain; for the syllogisms which deal with acts to be done are things 
which involve a starting-point, viz. ‘since the end, i.e. what is best, is of such and such a 
nature’, whatever it may be (let it for the sake of argument be what we please); and this is 
not evident except to the good man; for wickedness perverts us and causes us to be de- 
ceived about the starting-points of action. Therefore it is evident that it is impossible to 
be practically wise without being good. | 


Relation of practical wisdom to natural virtue, moral virtue, and the right rule 


13. We must therefore consider virtue also once more; for virtue too is similarly related; 
as practical wisdom is to cleverness—not the same, but like it—so is natural virtue to 
virtue in the strict sense. For all men think that each type of character belongs to its pos- 
sessors in some sense by nature; for from the very moment of birth we are just or fitted for 
self-control or brave or have the other moral qualities; but yet we seek something else as 
that which is good in the strict sense—we seek for the presence of such qualities in another 
way. For both children and brutes have the natural dispositions to these qualities, but with- 
out reason these are evidently hurtful. Only we seem to see this much, that, while one may 
be led astray by them, as a strong body which moves without sight may stumble badly be- 
cause of its lack of sight, still, if a man once acquires reason, that makes a difference in ac- 
tion; and his state, while still like what it was, will then be virtue in the strict sense. There- 
fore, as in the part of us which forms opinions there are two types, cleverness and practical 
wisdom, so too in the moral part there are two types, natural virtue and virtue in the strict 
sense, and of these the latter involves practical wisdom. This is why some say that all the 
virtues are forms of practical wisdom, and why Socrates in one respect was on the right 
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track while in another he went astray; in thinking that all the virtues were forms of prac- 

tical wisdom he was wrong, but in saying they implied practical wisdom he was right. This 

is confirmed by the fact that even now all men, when they define virtue, after naming the 

state of character and its objects add ‘that (state) which is in accordance with the right rule’; 
now the right rule is that which is in accordance with practical wisdom. All men, then, 
seem somehow to divine that this kind of state is virtue, viz. that which is in accordance 
with practical wisdom. But we must go a little further. For it is not merely the state in ac- 
cordance with the right rule, but the state that implies the presence of the right rule, that is 
virtue; and practical wisdom is a right rule about such matters. Socrates, then, thought the 
virtues were rules or rational principles (for he thought they were, all of them, forms of sci- 
entific knowledge), while we think they żnvolve a rational principle. 

It is clear, then, from what has been said, that it is not possible to be good in the strict 
sense without practical wisdom, or practically wise without moral virtue. But in this way 
we may also refute the dialectical argument whereby it might be contended that the 
virtues exist in separation from each other; the same man, it might be said, is not best 
equipped by nature for all the virtues, so that he will have already acquired one when he 
has not yet acquired another. This is possible in respect of the natural virtues, but not in 
respect of those in respect of which a man is called without qualification good; | for with 
the presence of the one quality, practical wisdom, will be given all the virtues. And it is 
plain that, even if it were of no practical virtue, we should have needed it because it is the 
virtue of the part of us in question; plain too that the choice will not be right without 
practical wisdom any more than without virtue; for the one determines the end and the 
other makes us do the things that lead to the end. 

But again it is not supreme over philosophic wisdom, i.e. over the superior part of us, 
any more than the art of medicine is over health; for it does not use it but provides for its 
coming into being; it issues orders, then, for its sake, but not to it. Further, to maintain 
its supremacy would be like saying that the art of politics rules the gods because it issues 
orders about all the affairs of the state. 


BOOK VII +e CONTINENCE AND INCONTINENCE: 
PLEASURE 


Continence and Incontinence 


Six varieties of character: method of treatment: current opinions 


1. Let us now make a fresh beginning and point out that of moral states to be avoided 
there are three kinds—vice, incontinence, brutishness. The contraries of two of these are 
evident—one we call virtue, the other continence; to brutishness it would be most fitting 
to Oppose superhuman virtue, a heroic and divine kind of virtue, as Homer has represented 
Priam saying of Hector that he was very good, 


For he seemed not, he, 
The child of a mortal man, but as one that of God's 
seed came.” 


Therefore if, as they say, men become gods by excess of virtue, of this kind must evidently 
be the state opposed to the brutish state: for as a brute has no vice or virtue, so neither has 
a god; his state is higher than virtue, and that of a brute is a different kind of state from vice. 
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Now, since it is rarely that a godlike man is found—to use the epithet of the Spartans, 
who when they admire anyone highly call him a ‘godlike man’—so too the brutish type 
is rarely found among men; it is found chiefly among barbarians, but some brutish quali- 
ties are also produced by disease or deformity; and we also call by this evil name those who 
surpass ordinary men in vice. Of this kind of disposition, however, we must later make 
some mention, while we have discussed vice before; we must now discuss incontinence and 
softness (or effeminacy), and continence and endurance; for we must treat each of the two 
| neither as identical with virtue or wickedness, nor as a different genus. We must, as in 
all other cases, set the apparent facts before us and, after first discussing the difficulties, 
go on to prove, if possible, the truth of all the common opinions about these affections of 
the mind, or, failing this, of the greater number and the most authoritative; for if we both 
resolve the difficulties and leave the common opinions undisturbed, we shall have proved 
the case sufficiently. 

Now (1) both continence and endurance are thought to be included among things good 
and praiseworthy, and both incontinence and softness among things bad and blamewor- 
thy; and the same man is thought to be continent and ready to abide by the result of his 
calculations, or incontinent and ready to abandon them. And (2) the incontinent man, 
knowing that what he does is bad, does it as a result of passion, while the continent man, 
knowing that his appetites are bad, refuses on account of his rational principle to follow 
them. (3) The temperate man all men call continent and disposed to endurance, while the 
continent man some maintain to be always temperate but others do not; and some call the 
self-indulgent man incontinent and the incontinent man self-indulgent indiscriminately, 
while others distinguish them. (4) The man of practical wisdom, they sometimes say, can- 
not be incontinent, while sometimes they say that some who are practically wise and clever 
are incontinent. Again, (5) men are said to be incontinent even with respect to anger, 
honour, and gain.—These, then, are the things that are said. 


Contradictions involved in the current opinions 


2. Now we may ask (1) what kind of right judgement has the man who behaves inconti- 
nently. That he should behave so when he has knowledge, some say is impossible; for it 
would be strange—so Socrates thought—if when knowledge was in a man something else 
could master it and drag it about like a slave. For Socrates was entirely opposed to the view 
in question, holding that there is no such thing as incontinence; no one, he said, when he 
judges acts against what he judges best—people act so only by reason of ignorance. Now 
this view plainly contradicts the apparent facts, and we must inquire about what happens 
to such a man; if he acts by reason of ignorance, what is the manner of his ignorance? For 
that the man who behaves incontinently does not, before he gets into this state, think he 
ought to act so, is evident. But there are some who concede certain of Socrates’ contentions 
but not others; that nothing is stronger than knowledge they admit, but not that no one 
acts contrary to what has seemed to him the better course, and therefore they say that the 
incontinent man has not knowledge when he is mastered by his pleasures, but opinion. 
But /f it is opinion and not knowledge, if it is not a strong conviction that resists but a 
weak one, | as in men who hesitate, we sympathize with their failure to stand by such con- 
victions against strong appetites; but we do not sympathize with wickedness, nor with any 
of the other blameworthy states. Is it then practical wisdom whose resistance is mastered? 
That is the strongest of all states. But this is absurd; the same man will be at once prac- 
tically wise and incontinent, but xo one would say that it is the part of a practically wise 
man to do willingly the basest acts. Besides, it has been shown before that the man of prac- 
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tical wisdom is one who will act (for he is a man concerned with the individual facts) and 
who has the other virtues. 


(2) Further, if continence involves having strong and bad appetites, the temperate man will 
not be continent nor the continent man temperate; for a temperate man will have neither ex- 
cessive nor bad appetites. But the continent man must; for if the appetites are good, the state of 
character that restrains us from following them is bad, so that not all continence will be good; 
while if they are weak and not bad, there is nothing admirable in resisting them, and if they are 
weak and bad, there is nothing great in resisting these either. 


(3) Further, if continence makes a man ready to stand by any and every opinion, it is bad, i.e. 
if it makes him stand even by a false opinion; and if incontinence makes a man apt to abandon 
any and every opinion, there will be a good incontinence, of which Sophocles, Neoptolemus in 
the PAz/octetes will be an instance; for he is to be praised for not standing by what Odysseus per- 
suaded him to do, because he is pained at telling a lie. 


(4) Further, the sophistic argument presents a difficulty; the syllogism arising from men’s 
wish to expose paradoxical results arising from an opponent's view, in order that they may be ad- 
mired when they succeed, is one that puts us in a difficulty (for thought is bound fast when it 
will not rest because the conclusion does not satisfy it, and cannot advance because it cannot re- 
fute the argument). There is an argument from which it follows that folly coupled with incon- 
tinence is virtue; a man does the opposite of what he thinks right, owing to incontinence, but 
thinks what is good to be evil and something that he should not do, and in consequence he will 
do what is good and not what is evil. 


(5) Further, he who on conviction does and pursues and chooses what is pleasant would be 
thought to be better than one who does so as a result not of calculation but of incontinence; for 
he is easier to cure since he may be persuaded to change his mind. But to the incontinent man 
may be applied the proverb ‘When water chokes, what is one to wash it down with?’ If he had 
been persuaded of the rightness of what he does, he would have desisted when he was persuaded 
to change his mind; | but now he acts in spite of his being persuaded of something quite differ- 
ent. 


(6) Further, if incontinence and continence are concerned with any and every kind of object, 
who is it that is incontinent in the unqualified sense? No one has all the forms of incontinence, 
but we say some people are incontinent without qualification. 


Solution of the problem, how the incontinent man’s knowledge is impaired. 


3. Of some such kind are the difficulties that arise; some of these points must be refuted 
and the others left in possession of the field; for the solution of the difficulty is the dis- 
covery of the truth. (1) We must consider first, then, whether incontinent people act know- 
ingly or not, and with what sort of knowledge; then (2) with what sorts of object the in- 
continent and the continent man may be said to be concerned (i.e. whether with any and 
every pleasure and pain or with certain determinate kinds), and whether the continent man 
and the man of endurance are the same or different; and similarly with regard to che other 
matters germane to this inquiry. The starting-point of our investigation is (a) the ques- 
tion whether the continent man and the incontinent are differentiated by their objects or 
by their attitude, i.e. whether the incontinent man is incontinent simply by being con- 
cerned with such-and-such objects, or, instead, by his attitude, or, instead of that, by both 
these things; (4) the second question is whether incontinence and continence are concerned 
with any and every object or not. The man who is incontinent in the unqualified sense 
neither is concerned with any and every object, but with precisely those with which the 
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self-indulgent man is concerned, nor is he characterized by being simply related to these 
(for then his state would be the same as self-indulgence), but by being related to them in 
a certain way. For the one is led on in accordance with his own choice, thinking that he 
ought always to pursue the present pleasure; while the other does not think so, but yet 
pursues it. 

(1) As for the suggestion that it is true opinion and not knowledge against which we 
act incontinently, that makes no difference to the argument; for some people when in a 
state of opinion do not hesitate, but think they know exactly. If, then, the notion is that 
owing to their weak conviction those who have opinion are more likely to act against their 
judgement than those who know, we answer that there need be no difference between 
knowledge and opinion in this respect; for some men are no less convinced of what they 
think than others of what they know; as is shown by the case of Heraclitus. But (a), since 
we use the word ‘know’ in two senses (for both the man who has knowledge but is not 
using it and he who is using it are said to know), it wi// make a difference whether, when 
a man does what he should not, he has the knowledge but is not exercising it, or 25 exer- 
cising it; for the latter seems strange, but not the former. 

(b) Further, since there are two kinds of premisses, | there is nothing to prevent a man’s 
having both premisses and acting against his knowledge, provided that he is using only 
the universal premiss and not the particular; for it is particular acts that have to be done. 
And there are also two kinds of universal term; one is predictable of the agent, the other 
of the object; e.g. ‘dry food is good for every man’, and ‘I am a man’, or ‘such-and-such 
food is dry’; but whether ‘this food is such-and-such’, of this the incontinent man either 
has not or is not exercising the knowledge.’ There will, then, be, firstly, an enormous dif- 
ference between these manners of knowing, so that to know in one way when we act in- 
continently would not seem anything strange, while to know in the other way would be 
extraordinary. 

And further (c) the possession of knowledge in another sense than those just named is 
something that happens to men; for within the case of having knowledge but not using it 
we see a difference of state, admitting of the possibility of having knowledge in a sense 
and yet not having it, as in the instance of a man asleep, mad, or drunk. But now this is 
just the condition of men under the influence of passions; for outbursts of anger and sexual 
appetites and some other such passions, it is evident, actually alter our bodily condition, 
and in some men even produce fits of madness. It is plain, then, that incontinent people 
must be said to be in a similar condition to men asleep, mad, or drunk. The fact that men 
use the language that flows from knowledge proves nothing; for even men under the in- 
fluence of these passions utter scientific proofs and verses of Empedocles, and those who 
have just begun to learn a science can string together its phrases, but do not yet know it; 
for it has to become part of themselves, and that takes time; so that we must suppose that 
the use of language by men in an incontinent state means no more than its utterance by 
actors on the stage. 

(d) Again, we may also view the cause as follows in the way a student of nature would. 
The one opinion is universal, the other is concerned with the particular facts, and here we 
come to something within the sphere of perception; when a single opinion results from 
the two, the soul must in one type of case affirm the conclusion, while in the case of opin- 
ions concerned with production it must immediately act (e.g. if ‘everything sweet ought 
to be tasted’, and ‘this is sweet’, in the sense of being one of the particular sweet things, 
the man who can act and is not restrained must at the same time actually act accordingly). 
When, then, the universal opinion is present in us restraining us from tasting, and there 
is also the opinion that ‘everything sweet is pleasant’, and that ‘this is sweet’ (now this is 
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the opinion that is active), and when appetite happens to be present in us, the one opin- 
ion bids us avoid the object, but appetite leads us towards it (for it can move each of our 
bodily parts); so that it turns out that a man behaves incontinently under the influence (in 
a sense) of a rule and an opinion, | and of one not contrary in itself, but only incidentally— 
for the appetite is contrary, not the opinion—to the right rule. It also follows that this is 
the reason why the lower animals are not incontinent, viz. because they have no universal 
judgement but only imagination and memory of particulars. 

The explanation of how the ignorance is dissolved and the incontinent man regains his 
knowledge, is the same as in the case of the man drunk or asleep and is not peculiar to this 
condition; we must go to the students of natural science for it. Now, the last premiss being 
an opinion about a perceptible object, and being also what determines our actions, this a 
man either has not when he is in the state of passion, or has it in the sense in which hav- 
ing knowledge did not mean knowing but only talking, as a drunken man may mutter 
the verses of Empedocles. And because the last term is not universal nor equally an object 
of scientific knowledge with the universal term, the position that Socrates sought to es- 
tablish actually seems to result; for it is not in the presence of what is thought to be knowl- 
edge proper that the passion occurs (nor is it this that is ‘dragged about’ as a result of the 
passion), but in that of perceptual knowledge." 

This must suffice as our answer to the question of whether an incontinent man acts 
knowingly or not, and with what sort of knowledge it is possible to be incontinent. 


BOOK X 


Pleasure, Happiness 


Happiness is good activity, not amusement 


6. Now that we have spoken of the virtues, the forms of friendship, and the varieties of 
pleasure, what remains is to discuss in outline the nature of happiness, since this is what 
we state the end of human affairs to be. Our discussion will be the more concise if we first 
sum up what we have said already. We said, then, that it is not a state; for if it were it 
might belong to someone who was asleep throughout his life, living the life of a plant, or, 
again, to someone who was suffering the greatest misfortunes. If these implications are un- 
acceptable, | and we must rather class happiness as an activity, as we have said before, and 
if some activities are necessary, and desirable for the sake of something else, while others 
are so in themselves, evidently happiness must be placed among those desirable in them- 
selves, not among those desirable for the sake of something else; for happiness does not 
lack anything, but is self-sufficient. Now those activities are desirable in themselves from 
which nothing is sought beyond the activity. And of this nature virtuous actions are 
thought to be; for to do noble and good deeds is a thing desirable for its own sake. 
Pleasant amusements also are thought to be of this nature: we choose them not for the 
sake of other chings; for we are injured rather than benefited by them, since we are led to 
neglect our bodies and our property. But most of the people who are deemed happy take 
refuge in such pastimes, which is the reason why those who are ready-witted at them are 
highly esteemed at the courts of tyrants; chey make themselves pleasant companions in the 
tyrants’ favourite pursuits, and that is the sort of man they want. Now these things are 
thought to be of the nature of happiness because people in despotic positions spend their 
leisure in them, but perhaps such people prove nothing; for virtue and reason, from which 
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good activities flow, do not depend on despotic position; nor, if these people, who have 
never tasted pure and generous pleasure, take refuge in the bodily pleasures, should these 
for that reason be thought more desirable; for boys, too, think the things that are valued 
among themselves are the best. It is to be expected, then, that, as different things seem 
valuable to boys and to men, so they should to bad men and to good. Now, as we have 
often maintained, those things are both valuable and pleasant which are such to the good 
man; and to each man the activity in accordance with his own state is most desirable, and 
therefore to the good man that which is in accordance with virtue. Happiness, therefore, 
does not lie in amusement; it would, indeed, be strange if the end were amusement, and 
one were to take trouble and suffer hardship all one’s life in order to amuse oneself. For, 
in a word, everything that we choose we choose for the sake of something else—except 
happiness, which is an end. Now to exert oneself and work for the sake of amusement 
seems silly and utterly childish. But to amuse oneself in order that one may exert oneself, 
as Anacharsis” puts it, seems right; for amusement is a sort of relaxation, and we need re- 
laxation because we cannot work continuously. Relaxation, then, is not an end; for it is 
taken for the sake of activity.| 

The happy life is thought to be virtuous; now a virtuous life requires exertion, and does 
not consist in amusement. And we say that serious things are better than laughable things 
and those connected with amusement, and that the activity of the better of any two 
things—whether it be two elements of our being or two men—is the more serious; but 
the activity of the better is zpso facto superior and more of the nature of happiness. And any 
chance person—even a share—can enjoy the bodily pleasures no less than the best man; 
but no one assigns to a slave a share in happiness—unless he assigns to him also a share in 
human life. For happiness does not lie in such occupations, but, as we have said before, in 
virtuous activities. 


Happiness in the highest sense is the contemplative life 


7. If happiness is activity in accordance with virtue, it is reasonable that it should be in 
accordance with the highest virtue; and this will be that of the best thing in us. Whether 
it be reason or something else that is this element which is thought to be our natural ruler 
and guide and to take thought of things noble and divine, whether it be itself also divine 
or only the most divine element in us, the activity of this in accordance with its proper 
virtue will be perfect happiness. That this activity is contemplative we have already said. 

Now this would seem to be in agreement both with what we said before and with the 
truth. For, firstly, this activity is the best (since not only is reason the best thing in us, but 
the objects of reason are the best of knowable objects); and, secondly, it is the most con- 
tinuous, since we can contemplate truth more continuously than we can do anything. And 
we think happiness ought to have pleasure mingled with it, but the activity of philosophic 
wisdom is admittedly the pleasantest of virtuous activities; at all events the pursuit of it 
is thought to offer pleasures marvellous for their purity and their enduringness, and it is 
to be expected that those who know will pass their time more pleasantly than those who 
inquire. And the self-sufficiency that is spoken of must belong most to the contemplative 
activity. For while a philosopher, as well as a just man or one possessing any other virtue, 
needs the necessaries of life, when they are sufficiently equipped with things of that sort 
the just man needs people towards whom and with whom he shall act justly, and the tem- 
perate man, the brave man, and each of the others is in the same case, but the philosopher, 
even when by himself, can contemplate truth, and the better the wiser he is; he can per- 
haps do so better if he has fellow workers, but still he is the most self-sufficient. | And this 
activity alone would seem to be loved for its own sake; for nothing arises from it apart 
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from the contemplating, while from practical activities we gain more or less apart from 
the action. And happiness is thought to depend on leisure; for we are busy that we may 
have leisure, and make war that we may live in peace. Now the activity of the practical 
virtues is exhibited in political or military affairs, but the actions concerned with these 
seem to be unleisurely. Warlike actions are completely so (for no one chooses to be at war, 
or provokes war, for the sake of being at war; anyone would seem absolutely murderous if 
he were to make enemies of his friends in order to bring about battle and slaughter); but 
the action of the statesman also is unleisurely, and aims—beyond the political action it- 
self—at despotic power and honours, or at all events happiness, for him and his fellow citi- 
zens—a happiness different from political action, and evidently sought as being different. 
So if among virtuous actions political and military actions are distinguished by nobility 
and greatness, and these are unleisurely and aim at an end and are not desirable for their 
own sake, but the activity of reason, which is contemplative, seems both to be superior in 
serious worth and to aim at no end beyond itself, and to have its pleasure proper to itself 
(and this augments the activity), and the self-sufficiency, leisureliness, unweariedness (so 
far as this is possible for man), and all the other atrributes ascribed to the supremely happy 
man are evidently those connected with this activity, it follows that this will be the com- 
plete happiness of man, if it be allowed a complete term of life (for none of the attributes 
of happiness is zzcomplete). 

But such a life would be too high for man; for it is not in so far as he is man chat he 
will live so, but in so far as something divine is present in him; and by so much as this is 
superior to our composite nature is its activity superior to that which is the exercise of the 
other kind of virtue. If reason is divine, then, in comparison with man, the life according 
to it is divine in comparison with human life. But we must not follow those who advise 
us, being men, to think of human things, and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, 
so far as we can, make ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with 
the best thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, | much more does it in power and 
worth surpass everything. And this would seem actually to be each man, since it is the au- 
thoritative and better part of him. It would be strange, then, if he were to choose not the 
life of himself but that of something else. And what we said before will apply now: that 
which is proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for each thing; for man, 
therefore, the life according to reason is best and pleasantest, since reason more than any- 
thing else 7s man. This life therefore is also the happiest. 


Superiority of the contemplative life further considered 


8. But in a secondary degree the life in accordance with the other kind of virtue is happy; 
for the activities in accordance with this befit our human estate. Just and brave acts, and 
other virtuous acts, we do in relation to each other, observing our respective duties with 
regard to contracts and services and all manner of actions and with regard to passions; and 
all of these seem to be typically human. Some of them seem even to arise from the body, 
and virtue of character to be in many ways bound up with the passions. Practical wisdom, 
too, is linked to virtue of character, and this to practical wisdom, since the principles of 
practical wisdom are in accordance with the moral virtues and rightness in morals is in ac- 
cordance with practical wisdom. Being connected with the passions also, the moral virtues 
must belong to our composite nature; and the virtues of our composite nature are human; 
so, therefore, are the life and the happiness which correspond to these. The excellence of 
the reason is a thing apart: we must be content to say this much about it, for to describe 
it precisely is a task greater than our purpose requires. It would seem, however, also to 
need external equipment but little, or less than moral virtue does. Grant that both need 
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the necessaries, and do so equally, even if the statesman’s work is the more concerned with 
the body and things of that sort; for there will be little difference there; but in what they 
need for the exercise of their activities there will be much difference. The liberal man will 
need money for the doing of his liberal deeds, and the just man too will need it for the re- 
turning of services (for wishes are hard to discern, and even people who are not just pre- 
tend to wish to act justly); and the brave man will need power if he is to accomplish any 
of the acts that correspond to his virtue, and the temperate man will need opportunity; for 
how else is either he or any of the others to be recognized? It is debated, too, whether the 
will or the deed is more essential to virtue, which is assumed to involve both; it is surely 
clear that its perfection involves both; | but for deeds many things are needed, and more, 
the greater and nobler the deeds are. But the man who is contemplating the truth needs 
no such thing, at least with a view to the exercise of his activity; indeed they are, one may 
say, even hindrances, at all events to his contemplation; but in so far as he is a man and 
lives with a number of people, he chooses to do virtuous acts; he will therefore need such 
aids to living a human life. 

But that perfect happiness is a contemplative activity will appear from the following 
consideration as well. We assume the gods to be above all other beings blessed and happy; 
but what sort of actions must we assign to them? Acts of justice? Will not the gods seem 
absurd if they make contracts and return deposits, and so on? Acts of a brave man, then, 
confronting dangers and running risks because it is noble to do so? Or liberal acts? To 
whom will they give? It will be strange if they are really to have money or anything of the 
kind. And what would their temperate acts be? Is not such praise tasteless, since they have 
no bad appetites? If we were to run through them all, the circumstances of action would 
be found trivial and unworthy of gods. Still, everyone supposes that they Zive and there- 
fore that they are active; we cannot suppose them to sleep like Endymion. Now if you take 
away from a living being action, and still more production, what is left but contempla- 
tion? Therefore the activity of God, which surpasses all others in blessedness, must be con- 
templative; and of human activities, therefore, that which is most akin to this must be 
most of the nature of happiness. 

This is indicated, too, by the fact that the other animals have no share in happiness, 
being completely deprived of such activity. For while the whole life of the gods is blessed, 
and that of men too in so far as some likeness of such activity belongs to them, none of 
the other animals is happy, since they in no way share in contemplation. Happiness ex- 
tends, then, just so far as contemplation does, and those to whom contemplation more 
fully belongs are more truly happy, not as a mere concomitant but in virtue of the con- 
templation; for this is in itself precious. Happiness, therefore, must be some form of con- 
templation. 

But, being a man, one will also need external prosperity; for our nature is not self-suf- 
ficient for the purpose of contemplation, but our body also must be healthy and must have 
food and other attention. | Still, we must not think chat the man who is to be happy will 
need many things or great things, merely because he cannot be supremely happy without 
external goods; for self-sufficiency and action do not involve excess, and we can do noble 
acts without ruling earth and sea; for even with moderate advantages one can act virtu- 
ously (this is manifest enough; for private persons are thought to do worthy acts no less 
than despots—indeed even more); and it is enough that we should have so much as that; 
for the life of the man who is active in accordance with virtue will be happy. Solon, too, 
was perhaps sketching well the happy man when he described him as moderately furnished 
with externals but as having done (as Solon thought) the noblest acts, and lived temper- 
ately; for one can with but moderate possessions do what one ought. Anaxagoras also seems 
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to have supposed the happy man not to be rich nor a despot, when he said that he would 
not be surprised if the happy man were to seem to most people a strange person; for they 
judge by externals, since these are all they perceive. The opinions of the wise seem, then, 
to harmonize with our arguments. But while even such things carry some conviction, the 
truth in practical matters is discerned from the facts of life; for these are the decisive fac- 
tor. We must therefore survey what we have already said, bringing it to the test of the facts 
of life, and if it harmonizes with the facts we must accept it, but if it clashes with them 
we must suppose it to be mere theory. Now he who exercises his reason and cultivates it 
seems to be both in the best state of mind and most dear to the gods. For if the gods have 
any care for human affairs, as they are thought to have, it would be reasonable both that 
they should delight in that which was best and most akin to them (i.e. reason) and that 
they should reward those who love and honour this most, as caring for the things that are 
dear to them and acting both rightly and nobly. And that all these attributes belong most 
of all to the philosopher is manifest. He, therefore, is the dearest to the gods. And he who 
is that will presumably be also the happiest; so that in this way too the philosopher will 
more than any other be happy. 


Legislation is needed if the end is to be attained: transition to the Politics 


9. If these matters and the virtues, and also friendship and pleasure, have been dealt with 
sufficiently in outline, are we to suppose that our programme has reached its end? Surely, 
as the saying goes, where there are things to be done the end is not to survey and recog- 
nize the various things, | but rather to do them; with regard to virtue, then, it is not 
enough to know, but we must try to have and use it, or try any other way there may be of 
becoming good. Now if arguments were in themselves enough to make men good, they 
would justly, as Theognis says, have won very great rewards, and such rewards should have 
been provided; but as things are, while they seem to have power to encourage and stimu- 
late the generous-minded among our youth, and to make a character which is gently born, 
and a true lover of what is noble, ready to be possessed by virtue, they are not able to en- 
courage the many to nobility and goodness. For these do not by nature obey the sense of 
shame, but only fear, and do not abstain from bad acts because of their baseness but 
through fear of punishment; living by passion they pursue their own pleasures and the 
means to them, and avoid the opposite pains, and have not even a conception of what is 
noble and truly pleasant, since they have never tasted it. What argument would remould 
such people? It is hard, if not impossible, to remove by argument the traits that have long 
since been incorporated in the character; and perhaps we must be content if, when all the 
influences by which we are thought to become good are present, we get some tincture of 
virtue. 

Now some think that we are good by nature, others by habituation, others by teach- 
ing. Nature’s part evidently does not depend on us, but as a result of some divine causes 
is present in those who are truly fortunate; while argument and teaching, we may suspect, 
are not powerful with all men, but the soul of the student must first have been cultivated 
by means of habits for noble joy and noble hatred, like earch which is to nourish the seed. 
For he who lives as passion directs will not hear argument that dissuades him, nor under- 
stand it if he does; and how can we persuade one in such a state to change his ways? And 
in general passion seems to yield not to argument but to force. The character, chen, must 
somehow be there already with a kinship to virtue, loving what is noble and hating what 
is base. 

But it is difficule to get from youth up a right training for virtue if one has not been 
brought up under right laws; for to live temperately and hardily is not pleasant to most 
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people, especially when they are young. For this reason their nurture and occupations 
should be fixed by law; for they will not be painful when they have become customary. | 
But it is surely not enough that when they are young they should get the right nurture 
and attention: since they must, even when they are grown up, practise and be habituated 
to them, we shall need laws for this as well, and generally speaking to cover the whole of 
life; for most people obey necessity rather than argument, and punishments rather than 
the sense of what is noble. 

This is why some think that legislators ought to stimulate men to virtue and urge them 
forward by the motive of the noble, on the assumption that those who have been well ad- 
vanced by the formation of habits will attend to such influences; and that punishments 
and penalties should be imposed on those who disobey and are of inferior nature, while 
the incurably bad should be completely banished. A good man (they think), since he lives 
with his mind fixed on what is noble, will submit to argument, while a bad man, whose 
desire is for pleasure, is corrected by pain like a beast of burden. This is, too, why they say 
the pains inflicted should be those that are most opposed to the pleasures such men love. 

However that may be, if (as we have said) the man who is to be good must be well 
trained and habituated, and go on to spend his time in worthy occupations and neither 
willingly nor unwillingly do bad actions, and if this can be brought about if men live in 
accordance with a sort of reason and right order, provided this has force—if this be so, the 
paternal command indeed has not the required force or compulsive power (nor in general 
has the command of one man, unless he be a king or something similar), but the law has 
compulsive power, while it is at the same time a rule proceeding from a sort of practical 
wisdom and reason. And while people hate men who oppose their impulses, even if they 
oppose them rightly, the law in its ordaining of what is good is not burdensome. 

In the Spartan state alone, or almost alone, the legislator seems to have paid attention 
to questions of nurture and occupation; in most states such matters have been neglected, 
and each man lives as he pleases, Cyclops-fashion, ‘to his own wife and children dealing 
law’. Now it is best that there should be a public and proper care for such matters; but if 
they are neglected by the community it would seem right for each man to help his chil- 
dren and friends towards virtue, and that they should have the power, or at least the will, 
to do this. 

It would seem from what has been said that he can do this better if he makes himself 
capable of legislating. For public control is plainly effected by laws, and good control by 
good laws; whether written or unwritten would seem to make no difference, | nor whether 
they are laws providing for the education of individuals or of groups—any more than it 
does in the case of music or gymnastics and other such pursuits. For as in cities laws and 
prevailing types of character have force, so in households do the injunctions and the habits 
of the father, and these have even more because of the tie of blood and the benefits he con- 
fers; for the chiidren start with a natural affection and disposition to obey. Further, private 
education has an advantage over public, as private medical treatment has; for while in gen- 
eral rest and abstinence from food are good for a man in a fever, for a particular man they 
may not be; and a boxer presumably does not prescribe the same style of fighting to all his 
pupils. It would seem, then, that che detail is worked out with more precision if the con- 
trol is private; for each person is more likely to get what suits his case. 

But the details can be best looked after, one by one, by a doctor or gymnastic instruc- 
tor or anyone else who has the general knowledge of what is good for everyone or for peo- 
ple of a certain kind (for the sciences both are said to be, and are, concerned with what is 
universal); not but what some particular detail may perhaps be well looked after by an un- 
scientific person, if he has studied accurately in the light of experience what happens in 
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each case, just as some people seem to be their own best doctors, though they could give 
no help to anyone else. None the less, it will perhaps be agreed that if a man does wish to 
become master of an art or science he must go to the universal, and come to know it as 
well as possible; for, as we have said, it is with this that the sciences are concerned. 

And surely he who wants to make men, whether many or few, better by his care must 
try to become capable of legislating, if it is through laws that we can become good. For 
to get anyone whatever —anyone who is put before us—into the right condition is not for 
the first chance comer; if anyone can do it, it is the man who knows, just as in medicine 
and all other matters which give scope for care and prudence. 

Must we not, then, next examine whence or how one can learn how to legislate? Is it, 
as in all other cases, from statesmen? Certainly it was thought to be a part of statesman- 
ship. Or is a difference apparent between statesmanship and the other sciences and arts? 
In the others the same people are found.offering to teach the arts and practising them, e.g. 
doctors or painters; but while the sophists profess to teach politics, | it is practised not by 
any of them but by the politicians, who would seem to do so by dint of a certain skill and 
experience rather than of thought; for they are not found either writing or speaking about 
such matters (though it were a nobler occupation perhaps than composing speeches for the 
law-courts and the assembly), nor again are they found to have made statesmen of their 
own sons or any other of their friends. But it was to be expected that they should if they 
could; for there is nothing better than such a skill that they could have left to their cities, 
or could prefer to have for themselves, or, therefore, for those dearest to them. Still, expe- 
rience seems to contribute not a little; else they could not have become politicians by fa- 
miliarity with politics; and so it seems that those who aim at knowing about the art of 
politics need experience as well. 

But those of the sophists who profess the art seem to be very far from teaching it. For, 
to put the matter generally, they do not even know what kind of things it is nor what 
kinds of things it is about; otherwise they would not have classed it as identical with 
rhetoric or even inferior to it, nor have thought it easy to legislate by collecting the laws 
that are thought well of; they say it is possible to select the best laws, as though even the 
selection did not demand intelligence and as though right judgement were not the great- 
est thing, as in matters of music. For while people experienced in any department judge 
rightly the works produced in it, and understand by what means or how they are achieved, 
and what harmonizes with what, the inexperienced must be content if they do nor fail to 
see whether the work has been well or ill made—as in the case of painting. Now laws are 
as it were the ‘works’ of the political art; | how then can one learn from them to be a leg- 
islator, or judge which are best? Even medical men do not seem to be made by a study of 
text-books. Yet people try, at any rate, to state not only the treatments, but also how par- 
ticular classes of people can be cured and should be treated—distinguishing the various 
habits of body; but while this seems useful to experienced people, to the inexperienced it 
is valueless. Surely, then, while collection of laws, and of constitutions also, may be ser- 
viceable to those who can study them and judge what is good or bad and what enactments 
suit what circumstances, those who go through such collections without a practised fac- 
ulty will not have right judgement (unless it be as a spontaneous gift of nature), though 
they may perhaps become more intelligent in such matters. 

Now our predecessors have left the subject of legislation to us unexamined; it is perhaps 
best, therefore, that we should ourselves study it, and in general study the question of the 
constitution, in order to complete to the best of our ability the philosophy of human na- 
ture. First, then, if anything has been said well in detail by earlier thinkers, let us try to re- 
view it; then in the light of the constitutions we have collected let us study what sorts of 
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influence preserve and destroy states, and what sorts preserve or destroy the particular kinds 
of constitution, and to what causes it is due that some are well and others ill administered. 
When these matters have been studied we shall perhaps be more likely to see with a com- 
prehensive view which constitution is best, and how each must be ordered, and what laws 
and customs it must use, if it is to be at its best. Let us make a beginning of our discussion. 


Notes 


1. Perhaps by Eudoxus. 
2. Ci. “Young men, whom Aristotle thought 
Unfit to hear moral philosophy.’ 
(Troilus and Cressida, II. ii. 166 f.) 

3. Of all the words of common occurrence in the Ethics, the hardest to translate is AOyos. Till re- 
cently the accepted translation was ‘reason’. But it is, I think, quite clear that normally Adyoc 
in Aristotle does not stand for the faculty of reason, but for something grasped by reason, or 
perhaps sometimes for an operation of reason. Its connexion with reason is so close as to make 
‘irrational’ the most natural translation of GAoyoc. But for Adyoc I have used, according to the 
shade of meaning uppermost in each context, such renderings as ‘rational principle’, ‘rational 
ground’, ‘rule’ (Op80¢ Adyoc I always render ‘right rule’), ‘argument’, ‘reasoning’, ‘course of 
reasoning’. The connexion between reason and its object is for Aristotle so close that not infre- 
quently Aóyoç occurs where strict logic would require him to be naming the faculty of reason, 
and it is possible that in some of the latest passages of his works in which Aóyoç occurs it has 
come to mean ‘reason —which it certainly had come to mean, not much later in the history of 
philosophy. 

The meaning of Adyoc in Aristotle was discussed by Professor J. L. Stocks in Journal of Philol- 
ogy, xxxili (1914), 182-94, Classical Quarterly, viii (1914), 9-12, and by Professor J. Cook Wil- 
son in Classical Review, xxvii (1913), 113-17. 

The Platonic School. 

I.e., he judges that virtuous actions are good and noble in the highest degree. 

A famous athlete. 

Aristotle has in mind the method of discovering the solution of a geometrical problem. The 

problem being to construct a figure of a certain kind, we suppose it constructed and then 

analyse it to see if there is some figure by constructing which we can construct the required fig- 
ure, and so on till we come to a figure which our existing knowledge enables us to construct. 
8. In this chapter Aristotle restricts to a very definite meaning the word copia, which in ordi- 
nary Greek, as the beginning of the chapter points out, was used both of skill in a particular 
art or craft, and of wisdom in general. 
9. We do not say this in English; but we call them ‘intelligent’ or ‘sagacious’, which comes to the 
same thing. 

10. I.e., as health, as an inner state, produces the activities which we know as constituting health. 

11. The other three being the scientific (tÒ EmtoTHLOVIKOV), the calculative (tò AOYLOTLKOV), and 
the desiderative (tTO OPEKTIKOV). 

1 Zeekdaxmivs, 258 t. 

13. Le., if I am to be able to deduce from (a) ‘dry food is good for all men’ that ‘this food is good 
for me’, I must have (4) the premiss ‘I am a man’ and (c) the premisses (i) ‘x food is dry’, (ii) 
‘this food is x’. I cannot fail to know (4), and I may know (c i); but if I do not know (c 11), or 
know it only ‘at the back of my mind’, I shall not draw the conclusion. 

14. Even before the minor premiss of the practical syllogism has been obscured by passion, the in- 
continent man has not scientific knowledge in the strict sense, since his minor premiss is not 
universal but has for its subject a sensible particular, e.g. ‘this glass of wine’. 

15. A Scythian prince who was believed to have travelled in Greece, and to have been the author 
of many aphorisms. 
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Epicurus (341-271 B.C.) was an Athenian philosopher who developed an ethical theory ac- 
cording to which happiness can be achieved by ridding ourselves of unnecessary desires, 
achieving self-sufficiency, and not fearing death. 


Letter to Menoeceus 


EPICURUS TO MENOECEUS 


LET no one when young delay to study philosophy, nor when he is old grow weary of his 
study. For no one can come too early or too late to secure the health of his soul. And the 
man who says that the age for philosophy has either not yet come or has gone by is like 
the man who says that the age for happiness is not yet come to him, or has passed away. 
Wherefore both when young and old a man must study philosophy, that as he grows old 
he may be young in blessings through the grateful recollection of what has been, and that 
in youth he may be old as well, since he will know no fear of what is to come. We must 
then mediate on the things that make our happiness, seeing that when that is with us we 
have all, but when it is absent we do all to win it. 

The things which I used unceasingly to commend to you, these do and practice, con- 
sidering them to be the first principles of the good life. First of all believe that god is a 
being immortal and blessed, even as the common idea of a god is engraved on men’s minds, 
and do not assign to him anything alien to his immortality or ill-suited to his blessedness: 
but believe about him everything that can uphold his blessedness and immortality. For 
gods there are, since the knowledge of them is by clear vision. But they are not such as the 
many believe them to be: for indeed they do not consistently represent them as they be- 
lieve them to be. And the impious man is not he who denies the gods of the many, but he 
who attaches to the gods the beliefs of the many. For the statements of the many about the 
gods are not conceptions derived from sensation, but false suppositions, according to 
which the greatest misfortunes befall the wicked and the greatest blessings (the good) by 
the gift of the gods. For men being accustomed always to their own virtues welcome those 
like themselves, but regard all that is not of their nature as alien. 

Become accustomed to the belief that death is nothing to us. For all good and evil con- 
sists in sensation, but death is deprivation of sensation. And therefore a right understand- 
ing that death is nothing to us makes the mortality of life enjoyable, not because it adds 
to it an infinite span of time, but because it takes away the craving for immortality. For 
there is nothing terrible in life for the man who has truly comprehended that there is noth- 
ing terrible in not living. So that the man speaks but idly who says that he fears death not 
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because it will be painful when it comes, but because it is painful in anticipation. For that 
which gives no trouble when it comes, is but an empty pain in anticipation. So death, the 
most terrifying of ills, is nothing to us, since so long as we exist, death is not with us; but 
when death comes, then we do not exist. It does not then concern either the living or the 
dead, since for the former it is not, and the latrer are no more. 

But the many at one moment shun death as the greatest of evils, at another (yearn for 
it) as a respite from the (evils) in life. (But the wise man neither seeks to escape life) nor 
fears the cessation of life, for neither does life offend him nor does the absence of life seem 
to be any evil. And just as with food he does not seek simply the larger share and nothing 
else, but rather the most pleasant, so he seeks to enjoy not the longest period of time, but 
the most pleasant. 

And he who counsels the young man to live well, but the old man to make a good end, 
is foolish, not merely because of the desirability of life, but also because it is the same train- 
ing which teaches to live well and to die well. Yet much worse still is the man who says 
it is good not to be born, but 


‘once born make haste to pass the gates of Death’. 


For if he says this from conviction why does he not pass away out of life? For it is open to 
him to do so, if he had firmly made up his mind to this. But if he speaks in jest, his words 
are idle among men who cannot receive them. 

We must then bear in mind that the future is neither ours, nor yet wholly not ours, so 
that we may not altogether expect it as sure to come, nor abandon hope of it, as if it will 
certainly not come. 

We must consider that of desires some are natural, others vain, and of the natural 
some are necessary and others merely natural; and of the necessary some are necessary for 
happiness, others for the repose of the body, and others for very life. The right under- 
standing of these facts enables us to refer all choice and avoidance to the health of the 
body and (the soul’s) freedom from disturbance, since this is the aim of the life of 
blessedness. For it is to obtain this end that we always act, namely, to avoid pain and 
fear. And when this is once secured for us, all the tempest of the soul is dispersed, since 
the living creature has not to wander as though in search of something that is missing, 
and to look for some other thing by which he can fulfil the good of the soul and the 
good of the body. For it is then that we have need of pleasure, when we feel pain owing 
to the absence of pleasure; (but when we do not feel pain), we no longer need pleasure. 
And for this cause we call pleasure the beginning and end of the blessed life. For we rec- 
ognize pleasure as the first good innate in us, and from pleasure we begin every act of 
choice and avoidance, and to pleasure we return again, using the feeling as the standard 
by which we judge every good. 

And since pleasure is the first good and natural to us, for this very reason we do not 
choose every pleasure, but sometimes we pass over many pleasures, when greater discom- 
fort accrues to us as the result of them: and similarly we think many pains better than 
pleasures, since a greater pleasure comes to us when we have endured pains for a long time. 
Every pleasure then because of its natural kinship to us is good, yet not every pleasure is 
to be chosen: even as every pain also is an evil, yet not all are always of a nature to be 
avoided. Yet by a scale of comparison and by the consideration of advantages and disad- 
vantages we must form our judgement on all these matters. For the good on certain occa- 
sions we treat as bad, and conversely the bad as good. 

And again independence of desire we think a great good—not that we may at all times 
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enjoy but a few things, but that, if we do not possess many, we may enjoy the few in the 
genuine persuasion that those have the sweetest pleasure in luxury who least need it, and 
that all that is natural is easy to be obtained, but that which is superfluous is hard. And 
so plain savours bring us a pleasure equal to a luxurious diet, when all the pain due to 
want is removed; and bread and water produce the highest pleasure, when one who needs 
them puts them to his lips. To grow accustomed therefore to simple and not luxurious diet 
gives us health to the full, and makes a man alert for the needful employments of life, and 
when after long intervals we approach luxuries disposes us better towards them, and fits 
us to be fearless of fortune. 

When, therefore, we maintain that pleasure is the end, we do not mean the pleasures of 
profligates and those that consist in sensuality, as is supposed by some who are either ig- 
norant or disagree with us or do not understand, but freedom from pain in the body and 
from trouble in the mind. For it is not continuous drinkings and revellings, nor the satis- 
faction of lusts, nor the enjoyment of fish and other luxuries of the wealthy table, which 
produce a pleasant life, but sober reasoning, searching out the motives for all choice and 
avoidance, and banishing mere opinions, to which are due the greatest disturbance of the 
Spirit. 

Of all this the beginning and the greatest good is prudence. Wherefore prudence is a 
more precious thing even than philosophy: for from prudence are sprung all the other 
virtues, and it teaches us that it is not possible to live pleasantly without living prudently 
and honourably and justly, (nor, again, to live a life of prudence, honour, and justice) with- 
out living pleasantly. For the virtues are by nature bound up with the pleasant life, and 
the pleasant life is inseparable from them. For indeed who, think you, is a better man than 
he who holds reverent opinions concerning the gods, and is at all times free from fear of 
death, and has reasoned out the end ordained by nature? He understands that the limit of 
good things is easy to fulfil and easy to attain, whereas the course of ills is either short in 
time or slight in pain: he laughs at (destiny), whom some have introduced as the mistress 
of all things. (He thinks chat with us lies the chief power in determining events, some of 
which happen by necessity) and some by chance, and some are within our control; for while 
necessity cannot be called to account, he sees that chance is inconstant, but that which is 
in our control is subject to no master, and to it are naturally attached praise and blame. 
For, indeed, it were better to follow the myths about the gods than to become a slave to 
the destiny of the natural philosophers: for the former suggests a hope of placating the 
gods by worship, whereas the latter involves a necessity which knows no placation. As to 
chance, he does not regard it as a god as most men do (for in a god's acts there is no dis- 
order), nor as an uncertain cause (of all things): for he does not believe that good and evil 
are given by chance to man for the framing of a blessed life, but that opportunities for 
great good and great evil are afforded by it. He therefore thinks it better to be unfortu- 
nate in reasonable action than to prosper in unreason. For it is better in a man’s actions 
that what is well chosen (should fail, rather than that what is ill chosen) should be suc- 
cessful owing to chance. 

Meditate therefore on these things and things akin co chem night and day by yourself, 
and with a companion like to yourself, and never shall you be disturbed waking or asleep, 
but you shall live like a god among men. For a man who lives among immortal blessings 
is not like to a mortal being. 
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Leading Doctrines 


I. THE blessed and immortal nature knows no trouble itself nor causes trouble to any 
other, so that it is never constrained by anger or favour. For all such things exist only in 
the weak. 

II. Death is nothing to us: for that which is dissolved is without sensation; and that 
which lacks sensation is nothing to us. 

Ill. The limit of quantity in pleasures is the removal of all that is painful. Wherever 
pleasure is present, as long as it is there, there is neither pain of body nor of mind, nor of 
both at once. 

IV. Pain does not last continuously in the flesh, but the acutest pain is there for a very 
short time, and even that which just exceeds the pleasure in the flesh does not continue 
for many days at once. But chronic illnesses permit a predominance of pleasure over pain 
in the flesh. 

V. It is not possible to live pleasantly without living prudently and honourably and 
justly, [nor again to live a life of prudence, honour, and justice} without living pleasantly. 
And the man who does not possess the pleasant life, is not living prudently and honourably 
and justly, [and the man who does not possess the virtuous life}, cannot possibly live pleas- 
antly. 

VI. To secure protection from men anything is a natural good, by which you may be 
able to attain this end. 

VII. Some men wished to become famous and conspicuous, thinking that they would 
thus win for themselves safety from other men. Wherefore if the life of such men is safe, 
they have obtained the good which nature craves; but if it is not safe, they do not possess 
that for which they strove at first by the instinct of nature. 

VIII. No pleasure is a bad thing in itself: but the means which produce some pleasures 
bring with them disturbances many times greater than the pleasures. 

IX. If every pleasure could be intensified so that it lasted and influenced the whole or- 
ganism or the most essential parts of our nature, pleasures would never differ from one an- 
other. 

X. If the things that produce the pleasures of profligates could dispel the fears of the 
mind about the phenomena of the sky and death and its pains, and also teach the limits 
of desires (and of pains), we should never have cause to blame them: for they would be fill- 
ing themselves full with pleasures from every source and never have pain of body or mind, 
which is the evil of life. 

XI. If we were not troubled by our suspicions of the phenomena of the sky and about 
death, fearing that it concerns us, and also by our failure to grasp the limits of pains and 
desires, we should have no need of natural science. 

XII. A man cannot dispel his fear about the most important matters if he does not know 
what is the nature of the universe but suspects the truth of some mythical story. So that 
without natural science it is not possible to attain our pleasures unalloyed. 

XIII. There is no profit in securing protection in relation to men, if things above and 
things beneath the earth and indeed all in the boundless universe remain matters of sus- 
picion. 

From Epicurus: The Extant Remains, translated by Cyril Bailey (1926). Reprinted by permission of Oxford University 
Press. 
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XIV. The most unalloyed source of protection from men, which is secured to some ex- 
i tent by a certain force of expulsion, is in fact the immunity which results from a quiet life 
and the retirement from the world. 

XV. The wealth demanded by nature is both limited and easily procured; that de- 
manded by idle imaginings stretches on to infinity. 
XVI. In but few things chance hinders a wise man, but the greatest and most important 
matters reason has ordained and throughout the whole period of life does and will ordain. 

XVII. The just man is most free from trouble, the unjust most full of trouble. 

XVIII. The pleasure in the flesh is not increased, when once the pain due to want is re- 
moved, but is only varied: and the limit as regards pleasure in the mind is begotten by the 
reasoned understanding of these very pleasures and of the emotions akin to them, which 
used to cause the greatest fear to the mind. 

XIX. Infinite time contains no greater pleasure than limited time, if one measures by 
reason the limits of pleasure. 

XX. The flesh perceives the limits of pleasure as unlimited and unlimited time is re- 
quired to supply it. But the mind, having attained a reasoned understanding of the ulti- 
mate good of the flesh and its limits and having dissipated the fears concerning the time 
to come, supplies us with the complete life, and we have no further need of infinite time: 
but neither does the mind shun pleasure, nor, when circumstances begin to bring about 
the departure from life, does it approach its end as though it fell short in any way of the 
best life. 

XXI. He who has learned the limits of life knows that that which removes the pain due 
to want and makes the whole of life complete is easy to obtain; so that there is no need of 
actions which involve competition. 

XXII. We must consider both the real purpose and all the evidence of direct percep- 
tion, to which we always refer the conclusions of opinion; otherwise, all will be full of 
doubt and confusion. 

XXIII. If you fight against all sensations, you will have no standard by which to judge 
even those of them which you say are false. 

XXIV. If you reject any single sensation and fail to distinguish between the conclusion 
of opinion as to the appearance awaiting confirmation and that which is actually given by 
the sensation or feeling, or each intuitive apprehension of the mind, you will confound all 
other sensations as well with the same groundless opinion, so that you will reject every 
standard of judgement. And if among the mental images created by your opinion you af- 
firm both that which awaits confirmation and that which does not, you will not escape 
error, since you will have preserved the whole cause of doubt in every judgement between 
what is right and what is wrong. 

XXV. If on each occasion instead of referring your actions to the end of nature, you turn 
to some other nearer standard when you are making a choice or an avoidance, your actions 
will not be consistent with your principles. 

XXVI. Of desires, all that do not lead to a sense of pain, if they are not satisfied, are 
not necessary, but involve a craving which is easily dispelled, when the object is hard to 
procure or they seem likely to produce harm. 

XXVII. Of all the things which wisdom acquires to produce the blessedness of the com- 
plete life, far the greatest is the possession of friendship. 

XXVIII. The same conviction which has given us confidence that there is nothing ter- 
rible that lasts for ever or even for long, has also seen the protection of friendship most 
fully completed in the limited evils of this life. 
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XXIX. Among desires some are natural (and necessary, some natural) but not necessary, 
and others neither natural nor necessary, but due to idle imagination. 

XXX. Wherever in the case of desires which are physical, but do not lead to a sense of 
pain, if they are not fulfilled, the effort is intense, such pleasures are due to idle imagina- 
tion, and it is not owing to their own nature that they fail to be dispelled, but owing to 
the empty imaginings of the man. 

XXXI. The justice which arises from nature is a pledge of mutual advantage to restrain 
men from harming one another and save them from being harmed. 

XXXII. For all living things which have not been able to make compacts not to harm 
one another or be harmed, nothing ever is either just or unjust; and likewise too for all 
tribes of men which have been unable or unwilling to make compacts not to harm or be 
harmed. 

XXXIII. Justice never is anything in itself, but in the dealings of men with one an- 
other in any place whatever and at any time it is a kind of compact not to harm or be 
harmed. 

XXXIV. Injustice is not an evil in itself, but only in consequence of the fear which at- 
taches to the apprehension of being unable to escape those appointed to punish such ac- 
tions. 

XXXV. It is not possible for one who acts in secret contravention of the terms of the 
compact not to harm or be harmed, to be confident that he will escape detection, even if 
at present he escapes a thousand times. For up to the time of death it cannot be certain 
that he will indeed escape. 

XXXVI. In its general aspect justice is the same for all, for it is a kind of mutual ad- 
vantage in the dealings of men with one another: but with reference to the individual pe- 
culiarities of a country or any other circumstances the same thing does not turn out to be 
just for all. 

XXXVI. Among actions which are sanctioned as just by law, that which is proved on 
examination to be of advantage in the requirements of men’s dealings with one another, 
has the guarantee of justice, whether it is the same for all or not. But if a man makes a law 
and it does not turn out to lead to advantage in men’s dealings with each other, then it no 
longer has the essential nature of justice. And even if the advantage in the matter of jus- 
tice shifts from one side to the other, but for a while accords with the general concept, it 
is none the less just for that period in the eyes of those who do not confound themselves 
with empty sounds but look to the actual facts. 

XXXVIII. Where, provided the circumstances have not been altered, actions which 
were considered just, have been shown not to accord with the general concept in ac- 
tual practice, then they are not just. But where, when circumstances have changed, the 
same actions which were sanctioned as just no longer lead to advantage, there they 
were just at the time when they were of advantage for the dealings of fellow-citizens 
with one another; but subsequently they are no longer just, when no longer of ad- 
vantage. 

XX XIX. The man who has best ordered the element of disquiet arising from external 
circumstances has made those things that he could akin to himself and the rest at least not 
alien: but with all to which he could not do even this, he has refrained from mixing, and 
has expelled from his life all which it was of advantage to treat thus. 

XL. As many as possess the power to procure complete immunity from their neigh- 
bours, these also live most pleasantly with one another, since they have the most certain 
pledge of security, and after they have enjoyed the fullest intimacy, they do not lament the 
previous departure of a dead friend, as though he were to be pitied. 


4. EPICTETUS 


Epictetus (c. 130-c. 50 B.c.) was a Roman slave who defended the moral theory of Stoicism, 
according to which the good life can be achieved by adjusting one’s desires to the way the 
world is rather than trying to adjust the world to satisfy one’s desires. 


Enchiridion 


Of all existing things some are in our power, and others are not in our power. In our power 
are thought, impulse, will to get and will to avoid, and, in a word, everything which is 
our own doing. Things not in our power include the body, property, reputation, office, and, 
in a word, everything which is not our own doing. Things in our power are by nature free, 
unhindered, untrammelled; things not in our power are weak, servile, subject to hin- 
drance, dependent on others. Remember then that if you imagine that what is naturally 
slavish is free, and what is naturally another’s is your own, you will be hampered, you will 
mourn, you will be put to confusion, you will blame gods and men; but if you think that 
only your own belongs to you, and that what is another's is indeed another's, no one will 
ever put compulsion or hindrance on you, you will blame none, you will accuse none, you 
will do nothing against your will, no one will harm you, you will have no enemy, for no 
harm can touch you. 

Aiming then at these high matters, you must remember that to attain them requires 
more than ordinary effort; you will have to give up some things entirely, and put off oth- 
ers for the moment. And if you would have these also—office and wealch—it may be that 
you will fail to get them, just because your desire is set on the former, and you will cer- 
tainly fail to attain those things which alone bring freedom and happiness. 

Make it your study then to confront every harsh impression with the words, “You are 
but an impression, and not at all what you seem co be’. Then test it by those rules that 
you possess; and first by this—the chief test of all—‘Is it concerned with what is in our 
power or with what is not in our power?’ And if it is concerned with what is not in our 
power, be ready with the answer that it is nothing to you. 


2 


Remember that the will to get promises attainment of what you will, and the will to avoid 
promises escape from what you avoid; and he who fails to get what he wills is unfortunate, 


From Epictetus: The Discourses and Manual, translated by P. E. Matheson (1917). Reprinted by permission of Oxford 
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and he who does not escape what he wills to avoid is miserable. If then you try to avoid 
only what is unnatural in the region within your control, you will escape from all that you 
avoid; but if you try to avoid disease or death or poverty you will be miserable. 

Therefore let your will to avoid have no concern with what is not in man’s power; di- 
rect it only to things in man’s power that are contrary to nature. But for the moment you 
must utterly remove the will to get; for if you will to get something not in man’s power 
you are bound to be unfortunate; while none of the things in man’s power that you could 
honourably will to get is yet within your reach. Impulse to act and not to act, these are 
your concern; yet exercise them gently and without strain, and provisionally. 


3 


When anything, from the meanest thing upwards, is attractive or serviceable or an object 
of affection, remember always to say to yourself, ‘What is its nature?’ If you are fond of a 
jug, say you are fond of a jug; then you will not be disturbed if it be broken. If you kiss 
your child or your wife, say to yourself that you are kissing a human being, for then if 
death strikes it you will not be disturbed. 


When you are about to take something in hand, remind yourself what manner of thing it 
is. If you are going to bathe put before your mind what happens in the bath—water pour- 
ing over some, others being jostled, some reviling, others stealing; and you will set to work 
more securely if you say to yourself at once: ‘I want to bathe, and I want to keep my will 
in harmony with nature,’ and so in each thing you do; for in this way, if anything turns 
up to hinder you in your bathing, you will be ready to say, ‘I did not want only to bathe, 
but to keep my will in harmony with nature, and I shall not so keep it, if I lose my tem- 
per at what happens’. 


What disturbs men’s mind is not events but their judgements on events. For instance, 
death is nothing dreadful, or else Socrates would have thought so. No, the only dreadful 
thing about it is men’s judgement that it is dreadful. And so when we are hindered, or 
disturbed, or distressed, let us never lay the blame on others, but on ourselves, that is, on 
our own judgements. To accuse others for one’s own misfortunes is a sign of want of edu- 
cation; to accuse oneself shows that one’s education has begun; to accuse neither oneself 
nor others shows that one’s education is complete. 


6 


Be not elated at an excellence which is not your own. If the horse in his pride were to say, 
‘Tam handsome,’ we could bear with it. But when you say with pride, ‘I have a handsome 
horse’, know that the good horse is the ground of your pride. You ask then what you can 


| 
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| call your own. The answer is—the way you deal with your impressions. Therefore when 
you deal with your impressions in accord with nature, then you may be proud indeed, for 
: your pride will be in a good which is your own. 


7 


When you are on a voyage, and your ship is at anchorage, and you disembark to get fresh 
water, you may pick up a small shellfish or a truffle by the way, but you must keep your 
attention fixed on the ship, and keep looking towards it constantly, to see if the Helms- 
man calls you; and if he does, you have to leave everything, or be bundled on board with 
your legs tied like a sheep. So it is in life. If you have a dear wife or child given you, 
they are like the shellfish or the truffle, they are very well in their way. Only, if the 
Helmsman call, run back to your ship, leave all else, and do not look behind you. And 
if you are old, never go far from the ship, so that when you are called you may not fail 
to appear. 


8 


Ask not that events should happen as you will, but let your will be that events should hap- 
pen as they do, and you shall have peace. 


Sickness is a hindrance to the body, but not to the will, unless the will consent. Lameness 
is a hindrance to the leg, but not to the will. Say this to yourself at each event that hap- 
pens, for you shall find that though it hinders something else it will not hinder you. 


10 


When anything happens to you, always remember to turn to yourself and ask what fac- 
ulty you have to deal with it. If you see a beautiful boy or a beautiful woman, you will 
find continence the faculty to exercise there; if trouble is laid on you, you will find en- 
durance; if ribaldry, you will find patience. And if you train yourself in this habit your im- 
pressions will not carry you away. 


11 


Never say of anything, ‘I lost it’, but say, ‘I gave it back’. Has your child died? It was given 
back. Has your wife died? She was given back. Has your estate been taken from you? Was 
not this also given back? But you say, ‘He who took it from me is wicked’. What does it 
matter to you through whom the Giver asked it back? As long as He gives it you, take 
care of it, but not as your own; treat it as passers-by treat an inn. 
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12 


If you wish to make progress, abandon reasonings of this sort: ‘If I neglect my affairs I 
shall have nothing to live on’; ‘If I do not punish my son, he will be wicked.’ For it is 
better to die of hunger, so that you be free from pain and free from fear, than to live in 
plenty and be troubled in mind. It is better for your son to be wicked than for you to 
be miserable. Wherefore begin with little things. Is your drop of oil spilt? Is your sup 
of wine stolen? Say to yourself, ‘This is the price paid for freedom from passion, this is 
the price of a quiet mind.’ Nothing can be bad without a price. When you call your 
slave-boy, reflect that he may not be able to hear you, and if he hears you, he may not 
be able to do anything you want. But he is not so well off that it rests with him to give 
you peace of mind. 


13 


If you wish to make progress, you must be content in external matters to seem a fool and 
a simpleton; do not wish men to think you know anything, and if any should think you 
to be somebody, distrust yourself. For know that it is not easy to keep your will in accord 
with nature and at the same time keep outward things; if you attend to one you must needs 
neglect the other. 


14 


It is silly to want your children and your wife and your friends to live for ever, for that 
means that you want what is not in your control to be in your control, and what is not 
your own to be yours. In the same way if you want your servant to make no mistakes, you 
are a fool, for you want vice not to be vice but something different. But if you want not 
to be disappointed in your will to get, you can attain to that. 

Exercise yourself then in what lies in your power. Each man’s master is the man who 
has authority over what he wishes or does not wish, to secure the one or to take away the 
other. Let him then who wishes to be free not wish for anything or avoid anything that 
depends on others; or else he is bound to be a slave. 


15 


Remember that you must behave in life as you would at a banquet. A dish is handed round 
and comes to you; put out your hand and take it politely. It passes you; do not stop it. It 
has not reached you; do not be impatient to get it, but wait till your turn comes. Bear 
yourself thus towards children, wife, office, wealth, and one day you will be worthy to ban- 
quet with the gods. But if when they are set before you, you do not take them but despise 
them, then you shall not only share the gods’ banquet, but shall share their rule. For by 
so doing Diogenes and Heraclitus and men like them were called divine and deserved the 
name. 


ENCHIRIDION 165 


16 


When you see a man shedding tears in sorrow for a child abroad or dead, or for loss of 
property, beware that you are not carried away by the impression that it is outward ills 
that make him miserable. Keep this thought by you: ‘What distresses him is not the event, 
for that does not distress another, but his judgement on the event.’ Therefore do not hes- 
itate to sympathize with him so far as words go, and if it so chance, even to groan with 
him; but take heed that you do not also groan in your inner being. 


17 


Remember that you are an actor in a play, and the Playwright chooses the manner of it: if 
he wants it short, it is short; if long, it is long. If he wants you to act a poor man you must 
act the part with all your powers; and so if your part be a cripple or a magistrate or a plain 
man. For your business is to act the character that is given you and act it well; the choice 
of the cast is Another’s. 


18 


When a raven croaks with evil omen, let not the impression carry you away, but straight- 
way distinguish in your own mind and say, ‘These portents mean nothing to me; but only 
to my bit of a body or my bit of property or name, or my children or my wife. But for me 
all omens are favourable if I will, for, whatever the issue may be, it is in my power to get 
benefit therefrom.’ 


19 


You can be invincible, if you never enter on a contest where victory is not in your power. 
Beware then that when you see a man raised to honour or great power or high repute you 
do not let your impression carry you away. For if the reality of good lies in what is in our 
power, there is no room for envy or jealousy. And you will not wish to be praetor, or pre- 
fect or consul, but to be free; and there is but one way to freedom—to despise what is not 
in Our power. 


20 


Remember that foul words or blows in themselves are no outrage, but your judgement 
that they are so. So when anyone makes you angry, know that it is your own thought 
that has angered you. Wherefore make it your first endeavour not to let your impressions 
carry you away. For if once you gain time and delay, you will find it easier to control 
yourself. 
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21 


Keep before your eyes from day to day death and exile and all things that seem terrible, 
but death most of all, and then you will never set your thoughts on what is low and will 
never desire anything beyond measure. 


22 


If you set your desire on philosophy you must at once prepare to meet with ridicule and 
the jeers of many who will say, ‘Here he is again, turned philosopher. Where has he got 
these proud looks?’ Nay, put on no proud looks, but hold fast to what seems best to you, 
in confidence that God has set you at this post. And remember that if you abide where you 
are, those who first laugh at you will one day admire you, and that if you give way to them, 
you will get doubly laughed at. 


23 


If it ever happen to you to be diverted to things outside, so that you desire to please an- 
other, know that you have lost your life’s plan. Be content then always to be a philosopher; 
if you wish to be regarded as one too, show yourself that you are one and you will be able 
to achieve it. 


24 


Let not reflections such as these afflict you: ‘I shall live without honour, and never be of any 
account’; for if lack of honour is an evil, no one but yourself can involve you in evil any more 
than in shame. Is it your business to get office or to be invited to an entertainment? 

Certainly not. 

Where then is the dishonour you talk of? How can you be ‘of no account anywhere’, 
when you ought to count for something in those matters only which are in your power, 
where you may achieve the highest worth? 

‘But my friends,’ you say, ‘will lack assistance.’ 

What do you mean by ‘lack assistance’? They will not have cash from you and you will 
not make them Roman citizens. Who told you that to do these things is in our power, and 
not dependent upon others? Who can give to another what is not his to give? 

‘Get them then,’ says he, ‘that we may have them.’ 

If I can get them and keep my self-respect, honour, magnanimity, show the way and 
I will get them. But if you call on me to lose the good things that are mine, in order 
that you may win things that are not good, look how unfair and thoughtless you are. 
And which do you really prefer? Money, or a faithful, modest friend? Therefore help me 
rather to keep these qualities, and do not expect from me actions which will make me 
lose them. 

‘But my country,’ says he, ‘will lack assistance, so far as lies in me.’ 

Once more I ask, What assistance do you mean? It will not owe colonnades or baths to 
you. What of that? It does not owe shoes to the blacksmith or arms to the shoemaker; it 
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is sufficient if each man fulfils his own function. Would you do it no good if you secured 
to it another faithful and modest citizen? 

"Wes 

Well, then, you would not be useless to it. 

‘What place then shall I have in the city?’ 

Whatever place you can hold while you keep your character for honour and self-respect. 
But if you are going to lose these qualities in trying to benefit your city, what benefit, I 
ask, would you have done her when you attain to the perfection of being lost to shame and 
honour? 


25 


Has some one had precedence of you at an entertainment or a levée or been called in be- 
fore you to give advice? If these things are good you ought to be glad that he got them; 
if they are evil, do not be angry that you did not get them yourself. Remember that if you 
want to get what is not in your power, you cannot earn the same reward as others unless 
you act as they do. How is it possible for one who does not haunt the great man’s door to 
have equal shares with one who does, or one who does not go in his train equality with 
one who does; or one who does not praise him with one who does? You will be unjust then 
and insatiable if you wish to get these privileges for nothing, without paying their price. 
What is the price of a lettuce? An obol perhaps. If then a man pays his obol and gets his 
lettuces, and you do not pay and do not get them, do not think you are defrauded. For as 
he has the lettuces so you have the obol you did not give. The same principle holds good 
too in conduct. You were not invited to some one’s entertainment? Because you did not 
give the host the price for which he sells his dinner. He sells it for compliments, he sells 
it for attentions. Pay him the price then, if it is to your profit. But if you wish to get the 
one and yet not give up the other, nothing can satisfy you in your folly. 

What! you say, you have nothing instead of the dinner? 

Nay, you have this, you have not praised the man you did not want to praise, you have 
not had to bear with the insults of his doorstep. 


26 


It is in our power to discover the will of Nature from those matters on which we have no 
difference of opinion. For instance, when another man’s slave has broken the wine-cup we 
are very ready to say at once, ‘Such things must happen.’ Know then that when your own 
cup is broken, you ought to behave in the same way as when your neighbour's was bro- 
ken. Apply the same principle to higher matters. Is another's child or wife dead? Not one 
of us but would say, ‘Such is the lot of man’; but when one’s own dies, straightway one 
cries, ‘Alas! miserable am I’. But we ought to remember what our feelings are when we 
hear it of another. 


21 


As a mark is not set up for men to miss it, so there is nothing intrinsically evil in the world. 
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28 


If any one trusted your body to the first man he met, you would be indignant, but yet you 
trust your mind to the chance comer, and allow it to be disturbed and confounded if he 
revile you; are you not ashamed to do so? 


29 


In everything you do consider what comes first and what follows, and so approach it. Other- 
wise you will come to it with a good heart at first because you have not reflected on any of the 
consequences, and afterwards, when difficulties have appeared, you will desist to your shame. 
Do you wish to win at Olmypia? So do I, by the gods, for it is a fine thing. But consider the 
first steps to it, and the consequences, and so lay your hand to the work. You must submit to 
discipline, eat to order, touch no sweets, train under compulsion, at a fixed hour, in heat and 
cold, drink no cold water, nor wine, except by order; you must hand yourself over completely 
to your trainer as you would to a physician, and then when the contest comes you must risk 
getting hacked, and sometimes dislocate your hand, twist your ankle, swallow plenty of sand, 
sometimes get a flogging, and with all this suffer defeat. When you have considered all this 
well, then enter on the athlete’s course, if you still wish it. If you act without thought you 
will be behaving like children, who one day play at wrestlers, another day at gladiators, now 
sound the trumpet, and next strut the stage. Like them you will be now an athlete, now a 
gladiator, then orator, then philosopher, but nothing with all your soul. Like an ape, you im- 
itate every sight you see, and one thing after another takes your fancy. When you undertake 
a thing you do it casually and half-heartedly, instead of considering it and looking at it all 
round. In the same way some people, when they see a philosopher and hear a man speaking 
like Euphrates (and indeed who can speak as he can?), wish to be philosophers themselves. 

Man, consider first what it is you are undertaking; then look at your own powers and 
see if you can bear it. Do you want to compete in the pentathlon or in wrestling? Look to 
your arms, your thighs, see what your loins are like. For different men are born for differ- 
ent tasks. Do you suppose that if you do this you can live as you do now—eat and drink 
as you do now, indulge desire and discontent just as before? Nay, you must sit up late, 
work hard, abandon your own people, be looked down on by a mere slave, be ridiculed by 
those who meet you, get the worst of it in everything—in honour, in office, in justice, in 
every possible thing. This is what you have to consider: whether you are willing to pay 
this price for peace of mind, freedom, tranquillity. If not, do not come near; do not be, like 
the children, first a philosopher, then a tax-collector, then an orator, then one of Caesar’s 
procurators. These callings do not agree. You must be one man, good or bad; you must 
develop either your Governing Principle, or your outward endowments; you must study 
either your inner man, or outward things—in a word, you must choose between the posi- 
tion of a philosopher and that of a mere outsider. 


30 


Appropriate acts are in general measured by the relations they are concerned with. ‘He is 
your father.’ This means you are called on to take care of him, give way to him in all things, 
bear with him if he reviles or strikes you. 
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‘But he is a bad father.’ 

Well, have you any natural claim to a good father? No, only to a father. 

‘My brother wrongs me.’ 

Be careful then to maintain the relation you hold to him, and do not consider what he 
does, but what you must do if your purpose is to keep in accord with nature. For no one 
shall harm you, without your consent; you will only be harmed, when you think you are 
harmed. You will only discover what is proper to expect from neighbour, citizen, or prae- 
tor, if you get into the habit of looking at the relations implied by each. 


31 


For piety towards the gods know that the most important thing is this: to have right opin- 
ions about them—that they exist, and that they govern the universe well and justly—and 
to have set yourself to obey them, and to give way to all that happens, following events 
with a free will, in the belief that they are fulfilled by the highest mind. For thus you will 
never blame the gods, nor accuse them of neglecting you. But this you cannot achieve, un- 
less you apply your conception of good and evil to those things only which are in our 
power, and not to those which are out of our power. For if you apply your notion of good 
or evil to the latter, then, as soon as you fail to get what you will to get or fail to avoid 
what you will to avoid, you will be bound to blame and hate those you hold responsible. 
For every living creature has a natural tendency to avoid and shun what seems harmful and 
all that causes it, and to pursue and admire what is helpful and all that causes it. It is not 
possible then for one who thinks he is harmed to take pleasure in what he thinks is the 
author of the harm, any more than to take pleasure in the harm itself. That is why a fa- 
ther is reviled by his son, when he does not give his son a share of what the son regards as 
good things; thus Polynices and Eteocles were set at enmity with one another by chink- 
ing that a king’s throne was a good thing. That is why the farmer, and the sailor, and the 
merchant, and those who lose wife or children revile the gods. For men’s religion is bound 
up with their interest. Therefore he who makes it his concern rightly to direct his will to 
get and his will to avoid, is thereby making piety his concern. But it is proper on each oc- 
casion to make libation and sacrifice and to offer first-fruits according to the custom of our 
fathers, with purity and not in slovenly or careless fashion, without meannness and with- 
out extravagance. 


Res 


When you make use of prophecy remember that while you know not what the issue will 
be, but are come to learn it from the prophet, you do know before you come what manner 
of thing it is, if you are really a philosopher. For if the event is not in our control, it cannot 
be either good or evil. Therefore do not bring with you to the prophet the will co get or the 
will to avoid, and do not approach him with trembling, but with your mind made up, that 
the whole issue is indifferent and does not affect you and that, whatever it be, ic will be in 
your power to make good use of it, and no one shall hinder this. With confidence then ap- 
proach the gods as counsellors, and further, when the counsel is given you, remember 
whose counsel it is, and whom you will be disregarding if you disobey. And consult the or- 
acle, as Socrates thought men should, only when the whole question turns upon the issue 
of events, and neither reason nor any art of man provides opportunities for discovering what 
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lies before you. Therefore, when it is your duty to risk your life with friend or country, do 
not ask the oracle whether you should risk your life. For if the prophet warns you that the 
sacrifice is unfavourable, though it is plain that this means death or exile or injury to some 
part of your body, yet reason requires that even at this cost you must stand by your friend 
and share your country’s danger. Wherefore pay heed to the greater prophet, Pythian 


Apollo, who cast out of his temple the man who did not help his friend when he was being 
killed. 


33 


Lay down for yourself from the first a definite stamp and style of conduct, which you will 
maintain when you are alone and also in the society of men. Be silent for the most part, 
or, if you speak, say only what is necessary and in a few words. Talk, but rarely, if occasion 
calls you, but do not talk of ordinary things—of gladiators, or horse-races, or athletes, or 
of meats or drinks—these are topics that arise everywhere—but above all do not talk about 
men in blame or compliment or comparison. If you can, turn the conversation of your com- 
pany by your talk to some fitting subject; but if you should chance to be isolated among 
strangers, be silent. Do not laugh much, nor at many things, nor without restraint. 

Refuse to take oaths, altogether if that be possible, but if not, as far as circumstances 
allow. 

Refuse the entertainments of strangers and the vulgar. But if occasion arise to accept 
them, then strain every nerve to avoid lapsing into the state of the vulgar. For know that, 
if your comrade have a stain on him, he that associates with him must needs share the 
stain, even though he be clean in himself. 

For your body take just so much as your bare need requires, such as food, drink, cloth- 
ing, house, servants, but cut down all that tends to luxury and outward show. 

Avoid impurity to the utmost of your power before marriage, and if you indulge your 
passion, let it be done lawfully. But do not be offensive or censorious to those who indulge 
it, and do not be always bringing up your own chastity. If some one tells you that so and 
so speaks ill of you, do not defend yourself against what he says, but answer, ‘He did not 
know my other faults, or he would not have mentioned these alone.’ 

It is not necessary for the most part to go to the games; but if you should have occa- 
sion to go, show that your first concern is for yourself; that is, wish that only to happen 
which does happen, and him only to win who does win, for so you will suffer no hindrance. 
But refrain entirely from applause, or ridicule, or prolonged excitement. And when you 
go away do not talk much of what happened there, except so far as it tends to your im- 
provement. For to talk about it implies that the spectacle excited your wonder. 

Do not go lightly or casually to hear lectures; but if you do go, maintain your gravity 
and dignity and do not make yourself offensive. When you are going to meet any one, and 
particularly some man of reputed eminence, set before your mind the thought, “What 
would Socrates or Zeno have done?’ and you will not fail to make proper use of the occa- 
sion. 

When you go to visit some great man, prepare your mind by thinking that you will 
not find him in, that you will be shut out, that the doors will be slammed in your face, 
that he will pay no heed to you. And if in spite of all this you find it fitting for you to go, 
go and bear what happens and never say to yourself, ‘It was not worth all this’; for that 
shows a vulgar mind and one at odds with outward things. 

In your conversation avoid frequent and disproportionate mention of your own doings 
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or adventures; for other people do not take the same pleasure in hearing what has hap- 
pened to you as you take in recounting your adventures. 

Avoid raising men’s laughter; for it is a habit that easily slips into vulgarity, and it may 
well suffice to lessen your neighbour’s respect. 

It is dangerous too to lapse into foul language; when anything of the kind occurs, re- 
buke the offender, if the occasion allow, and if not, make it plain to him by your silence, 
or a blush or a frown, that you are angry at his words. 


34 


When you imagine some pleasure, beware that it does not carry you away, like other imag- 
inations. Wait a while, and give yourself pause. Next remember two things: how long you 
will enjoy the pleasure, and also how long you will afterwards repent and revile yourself. 
And set on the other side the joy and self-satisfaction you will feel if you refrain. And if 
the moment seems come to realize it, take heed that you be not overcome by the winning 
sweetness and attraction of it; set in the other scale the thought how much better is the 
consciousness of having vanquished it. 


35 


When you do a thing because you have determined that it ought to be done, never avoid 
being seen doing it, even if the opinion of the multitude is going to condemn you. For if 
your action is wrong, then avoid doing it altogether, but if it is right, why do you fear 
those who will rebuke you wrongly? 


36 


The phrases, ‘It is day’ and ‘It is night’, mean a great deal if taken separately, but have no 
meaning if combined. In the same way, to choose the larger portion at a banquet may be 
worth while for your body, but if you want to maintain social decencies it is worthless. 
Therefore, when you are at meat with another, remember not only to consider the value of 
what is set before you for the body, but also to maintain your self-respect before your host. 


3r 


If you try to act a part beyond your powers, you not only disgrace yourself in it, but you 
neglect the part which you could have filled with success. 


38 


As in walking you take care not to tread on a nail or to twist your foot, so take care that 
you do not harm your Governing Principle. And if we guard this in everything we do, we 
shall set to work more securely. 
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99 


Every man’s body is a measure for his property, as the foot is the measure for his shoe. If 
you stick to this limit, you will keep the right measure; if you go beyond it, you are bound 
to be carried away down a precipice in the end; just as with the shoe, if you once go be- 
yond the foot, your shoe puts on gilding, and soon purple and embroidery. For when once 
you go beyond the measure there is no limit. 


40 


Women from fourteen years upwards are called ‘madam’ by men. Wherefore, when they 
see that the only advantage they have got is to be marriageable, they begin to make them- 
selves smart and to set all their hopes on this. We must take pains then to make them un- 
derstand that they are really honoured for nothing but a modest and decorous life. 


41 


It is a sign of a dull mind to dwell upon the cares of the body, to prolong exercise, eating, 
drinking, and other bodily functions. These things are to be done by the way; all your at- 
tention must be given to the mind. 


42 


When a man speaks evil or does evil to you, remember that he does or says it because he 
thinks it is fitting for him. It is not possible for him to follow what seems good to you, 
but only what seems good to him, so that, if his opinion is wrong, he suffers, in that he is 
the victim of deception. In the same way, if a composite judgement which is true is 
thought to be false, it is not the judgement that suffers, but the man who is deluded about 
it. If you act on this principle you will be gentle to him who reviles you, saying to your- 
self on each occasion, ‘He thought it right.’ 


43 


Everything has two handles, one by which you can carry it, the other by which you can- 
not. If your brother wrongs you, do not take it by that handle, the handle of his wrong, 
for you cannot carry it by that, but rather by the other handle—that he is a brother, 
brought up with you, and then you will take it by the handle that you can carry by. 


44 


It is illogical to reason thus, ‘I am richer than you, therefore I am superior to you’, ‘I am 
more eloquent than you, therefore I am superior to you.’ It is more logical to reason, ‘Iam 
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richer than you, therefore my property is superior to yours’, ‘I am more eloquent than you, 
f therefore my speech is superior to yours.’ You are something more than property or speech. 
: 


da 


Ifa man wash quickly, do not say that he washes badly, but that he washes quickly. If a 
man drink much wine, do not say that he drinks badly, but that he drinks much. For till 
you have decided what judgement prompts him, how do you know that he acts badly? If 
you do as I say, you will assent to your apprehensive impressions and to none other. 


46 


On no occasion call yourself a philosopher, nor talk at large of your principles among the 
multitude, but act on your principles. For instance, at a banquet do not say how one ought 
to eat, but eat as you ought. Remember that Socrates had so completely got rid of the 
thought of display that when men came and wanted an introduction to philosophers he 
took them to be introduced; so patient of neglect was he. And if a discussion arise among 
the multitude on some principle, keep silent for the most part; for you are in great dan- 
ger of blurting out some undigested thought. And when some one says to you, ‘You know 
nothing’, and you do not let it provoke you, then know that you are really on the right 
road. For sheep do not bring grass to their shepherds and show them how much they have 
eaten, but they digest their fodder and then produce it in the form of wool and milk. Do 
the same yourself; instead of displaying your principles to the multitude, show them the 
results of the principles you have digested. 


47 


When you have adopted the simple life, do not pride yourself upon it, and if you are a 
water-drinker do not say on every occasion, ‘I am a water-drinker.’ And if you ever want 
to train laboriously, keep it to yourself and do not make a show of it. Do not embrace stat- 
ues. If you are very thirsty take a good draught of cold water, and rinse your mouth and 
tell no one. 


48 


The ignorant man’s position and character is this: he never looks to himself for benefit or 
harm, but to the world outside him. The philosopher's position and character is that he 
always look to himself for benefit and harm. 

The signs of one who is making progress are: he blames none, praises none, com- 
plains of none, accuses none, never speaks of himself as if he were somebody, or as if he 
knew anything. And if any one compliments him he laughs in himself at his compli- 
ment; and if one blames him, he makes no defence. He goes about like a convalescent, 
careful not to disturb his constitution on its road to recovery, until it has got firm hold. 
He has got rid of the will to get, and his will to avoid is directed no longer to what is 
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beyond our power but only to what is in our power and contrary to nature. In all things 
he exercises his will without strain. If men regard him as foolish or ignorant he pays 
no heed. In one word, he keeps watch and guard on himself as his own enemy, lying in 
wait for him. 


49 


When a man prides himself on being able to understand and interpret the books of 
Chrysippus, say to yourself, ‘If Chrysippus had not written obscurely this man would have 
had nothing on which to pride himself.’ 

What is my object? To understand Nature and follow her. I look then for some one who 
interprets her, and having heard that Chrysippus does I come to him. But I do not un- 
derstand his writings, so I seek an interpreter. So far there is nothing to be proud of. But 
when I have found the interpreter it remains for me to act on his precepts; that and that 
alone is a thing to be proud of. But if I admire the mere power of exposition, it comes to 
this—that I am turned into a grammarian instead of a philosopher, except that I interpret 
Chrysippus in place of Homer. Therefore, when some one says to me, ‘Read me Chrysip- 
pus’, when I cannot point to actions which are in harmony and correspondence with his 
teaching, I am rather inclined to blush. 


50 


Whatever principles you put before you, hold fast to them as laws which it will be impi- 
ous to transgress. But pay no heed to what any one says of you; for this is something be- 
yond your own control. 


a 


How long will you wait to think yourself worthy of the highest and transgress in nothing 
the clear pronouncement of reason? You have received the precepts which you ought to ac- 
cept, and you have accepted them. Why then do you still wait for a master, that you may 
delay the amendment of yourself till he comes? You are a youth no longer, you are now a 
full-grown man. If now you are careless and indolent and are always putting off, fixing one 
day after another as the limit when you mean to begin attending to yourself, then, living 
or dying, you will make no progress but will continue unawares in ignorance. Therefore 
make up your mind before it is too late to live as one who is mature and proficient, and 
let all that seems best to you be a law that you cannot transgress. And if you encounter 
anything troublesome or pleasant or glorious or inglorious, remember that the hour of 
struggle is come, the Olympic contest is here and you may put off no longer, and that one 
day and one action determines whether the progress you have achieved is lost or main- 
tained. 

This was how Socrates attained perfection, paying heed to nothing but reason, in all 
that he encountered. And if you are not yet Socrates, yet ought you to live as one who 
would wish to be a Socrates. 
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52 


The first and most necessary department of philosophy deals with the application of prin- 
ciples; for instance, ‘not to lie’. The second deals with demonstrations; for instance, ‘How 
comes it that one ought not to lie?’ The third is concerned with establishing and analysing 
these processes; for instance, ‘How comes it that this is a demonstration? What is demon- 
stration, what is consequence, what is contradiction, what is true, what is false?’ It follows 
then that the third department is necessary because of the second, and the second because 
of the first. The first is the most necessary part, and that in which we must rest. But we 
reverse the order: we occupy ourselves with the third, and make that our whole concern, 
and the first we completely neglect. Wherefore we lie, but are ready enough with the 
demonstration that lying is wrong. 


53 


On every occasion we must have these thoughts at hand, 


‘Lead me, O Zeus, and lead me, Destiny, 
Whither ordained is by your decree. 

lil follow, doubting not, or if with will 
Recreant I falter, I shall follow still.’ 


‘Who rightly with necessity complies 
In things divine we count him skilled and wise,’ 


‘Well, Crito, if this be the gods’ will, so be it.” 


Anytus and Meletus have power to put me to death, 
but not to harm me.” 


Notes 


1. This quotation is by Cleanthes (c. 331—232 B.C.), who headed the Stoic school following Zeno. 
His most famous work is the poem Hymn to Zeus. 

These lines are from a fragment by Euripides. 

The reference is to Plato’s Crito. 

The reference is to Plato’s Apology. 
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5. SAINT AUGUSTINE 


Saint Augustine (354-430), born in North Africa, became a father of the Christian church. 
Strongly influenced by Platonism, he developed related accounts of the Christian virtues of 
faith, hope, and love. 


Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love 


X. THE SUPREMELY GOOD CREATOR MADE 
ALL THINGS GOOD 


By the Trinity, thus supremely and equally and unchangeably good, all things were cre- 
ated; and these are not supremely and equally and unchangeably good, but yet they are 
good, even taken separately. Taken as a whole, however, they are very good, because their 
ensemble constitutes the universe in all its wonderful order and beauty. 


XI. WHAT IS CALLED EVIL IN THE UNIVERSE 
IS BUT THE ABSENCE OF GOOD 


And in the universe, even that which is called evil, when it is regulated and put in its 
own place, only enhances our admiration of the good; for we enjoy and value the good 
more when we compare it with the evil. For the Almighty God, who, as even the hea- 
then acknowledge, has supreme power over all things, being Himself supremely good, 
would never permit the existence of anything evil among His works, if He were not so 
omnipotent and good that He can bring good even out of evil. For what is that which 
we call evil but the absence of good? In the bodies of animals, disease and wounds mean 
nothing but the absence of health; for when a cure is effected, that does not mean that 
the evils which were present—namely, the diseases and wounds—go away from the 
body and dwell elsewhere: they altogether cease to exist; for the wound or disease is not 
a substance, but a defect in the fleshy substance—the flesh itself being a substance, and 
therefore something good, of which those evils—that is, privations of the good which 
we call health—are accidents. Just in the same way, what are called vices in the soul 
are nothing but privations of natural good. And when they are cured, they are not trans- 
ferred elsewhere: when they cease to exist in the healthy soul, they cannot exist any- 
where else. 


From the book St. Augustine's Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love, edited by Henry Paloucci. Copyright © 1996 by 
Regnery Publishing, Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted by special permission of Regnery Publishing, Inc., Washing- 
ton, D.C. 
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XII. ALL BEINGS WERE MADE GOOD, BUT 
NOT BEING MADE PERFECTLY GOOD, 
ARE LIABLE TO CORRUPTION 


All things that exist, therefore, seeing that the Creator of them all is supremely good, are 
themselves good. But because they are not, like their Creator, supremely and unchange- 
ably good, their good may be diminished and increased. But for good to be diminished is 
an evil, although, however much it may be diminished, it is necessary, if the being is to 
continue, that some good should remain to constitute the being. For however small or of 
whatever kind the being may be, the good which makes it a being cannot be destroyed 
without destroying the being itself. An uncorrupted nature is justly held in esteem. But 
if, still further, it be incorruptible, it is undoubtedly considered of still higher value. 
When it is corrupted, however, its corruption is an evil, because it is deprived of some sort 
of good. For if it be deprived of no good, it receives no injury; but it does receive injury, 
therefore it is deprived of good. Therefore, so long as a being is in process of corruption, 
there is in it some good of which it is being deprived; and if a part of the being should re- 
main which cannot be corrupted, this will certainly be an incorruptible being, and ac- 
cordingly the process of corruption will result in the manifestation of this great good. But 
if it do not cease to be corrupted, neither can it cease to possess good of which corruption 
may deprive it. But if it should be thoroughly and completely consumed by corruption, 
there will then be no good left, because there will be no being. Wherefore corruption can 
consume the good only by consuming the being. Every being, therefore is a good; a great 
good, if it cannot be corrupted; a little good, if it can: but in any case, only the foolish or 
ignorant will deny that it is a good. And if it be wholly consumed by corruption, then the 
corruption itself must cease to exist, as there is no being left in which it can dwell. 


XII. THERE CAN BE NO EVIL WHERE 
THERE IS NO GOOD; AND AN EVIL MAN 
IS AN EVIL GOOD 


Accordingly, there is nothing of what we call evil, if there be nothing good. But a good 
which is wholly without evil is a perfect good. A good, on the other hand, which contains 
evil is a faulty or imperfect good; and there can be no evil where there is no good. From all 
this we arrive at the curious result: that since every being, so far as it is a being, is good, 
when we say that a faulty being is an evil being, we just seem to say that what is good is 
evil, and that nothing but what is good can be evil, seeing that every being is good, and 
that no evil can exist except in a being. Nothing, then, can be evil except something which 
is good. And although this, when stated, seems to be a contradiction, yet the strictness of 
reasoning leaves us no escape from the conclusion. We must, however, beware of incurring 
the prophetic condemnation: “Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil: that put 
darkness for light, and light for darkness: that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter.” 
And yet our Lord says: “An evil man out of the evil treasure of his heart bringeth forth that 
which is evil.”2 Now, what is an evil man but an evil being? for a man is a being. Now, if 
a man is a good thing because he is a being, what is an evil man but an evil good? Yet, 
when we accurately distinguish these two things, we find that it is not because he is a man 
that he is an evil, or because he is wicked that he is a good; but that he is a good because 
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he is a man, and an evil because he is wicked. Whoever, then, says, “To be a man is an evil,” 
or, “To be wicked is a good,” falls under the prophetic denunciation: “Woe unto them that 
call evil good, and good evil!” For he condemns the work of God, which is the man, and 
praises the defect of man, which is the wickedness. Therefore every being, even if it be a 
defective one, in so far as it is a being is good, and in so far as it is defective is evil. 


XIV. GOOD AND EVIL ARE AN EXCEPTION TO 
THE RULE THAT CONTRARY ATTRIBUTES 
CANNOT BE PREDICATED OF THE SAME 
SUBJECT. EVIL SPRINGS UP IN WHAT IS 
GOOD, AND CANNOT EXIST EXCEPT IN 
WHAT IS GOOD 


Accordingly, in the case of these contraries which we call good and evil, the rule of the 
logicians, that two contraries cannot be predicated at the same time of the same thing, 
does not hold. No weather is at the same time dark and bright: no food or drink is at 
the same time sweet and bitter: no body is at the same time and in the same place black 
and white: none is at the same time and in the same place deformed and beautiful. And 
this rule is found to hold in regard to many, indeed nearly all, contraries, that they can- 
not exist at the same time in any one thing. But although no one can doubt that good 
and evil are contraries, not only can they exist at the same time, but evil cannot exist 
without good, or in anything that is not good. Good, however, can exist without evil. 
For a man or an angel can exist without being wicked; but nothing can be wicked ex- 
cept a man or an angel: and so far as he is a man or an angel, he is good; so far as he is 
wicked, he is an evil. And these two contraries are so far co-existent, that if good did 
not exist in what is evil, neither could evil exist; because corruption could not have ei- 
ther a place to dwell in, or a source to spring from, if there were nothing that could be 
corrupted; and nothing can be corrupted except what is good, for corruption is nothing 
else but the destruction of good. From what is good, then, evils arose, and except in what 
is good they do not exist; nor was there any other source from which any evil nature 
could arise. For if there were, then, in so far as this was a being, it was certainly a good: 
and a being which was incorruptible would be a great good; and even one which was 
corruptible must be to some extent a good, for only by corrupting what was good in it 
could corruption do it harm. 


XV. THE PRECEDING ARGUMENT IS IN NO 
WISE INCONSISTENT WITH THE SAYING 
OF OUR LORD: “A GOOD TREE CANNOT 
BRING FORTH EVIL FRUIT” 


But when we say that evil springs out of good, let it not be thought that this contradicts 
our Lord’s saying: “A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit.” For, as the Truth says, you 
cannot gather grapes of thorns,‘ because grapes do not grow on thorns. But we see that on 
good soil both vines and thorns may be grown. And in the same way, just as an evil tree 
cannot bring forth good fruit, so an evil will cannot produce good works. But from the 


ENCHIRIDION ON FAITH, HOPE, AND LOVE hy 


nature of man, which is good, may spring either a good or an evil will. And certainly there 
was at first no source from which an evil will could spring, except the nature of angel or 
of man, which was good. And our Lord Himself clearly shows this in the very same place 
where He speaks about the tree and its fruit. For He says: “Either make the tree good, and 
his fruit good; or else make the tree corrupt, and his fruit corrupt”’—clearly enough warn- 
ing us that evil fruits do not grow on a good tree, nor good fruits on an evil tree; but that 
nevertheless the ground itself, by which He meant those whom He was then addressing, 
might grow either kind of trees. 


XVI. IT IS NOT ESSENTIAL TO MAN’S 
HAPPINESS THAT HE SHOULD KNOW 
THE CAUSES OF PHYSICAL CONVULSIONS; 
BUT IT IS, THAT HE SHOULD KNOW THE 
CAUSES OF GOOD AND EVIL 


Now, in view of these considerations, when we are pleased with that line of Maro, “Happy 
the man who has attained to the knowledge of the causes of things,” we should not sup- 
pose that it is necessary to happiness to know the causes of the great physical convulsions, 
causes which lie hid in the most secret recesses of nature’s kingdom, “whence comes the 
earthquake whose force makes the deep seas to swell and burst their barriers, and again to 
return upon themselves and settle down.”’ But we ought to know the causes of good and 
evil as far as man may in this life know them, in order to avoid the mistakes and troubles 
of which this life is so full. For our aim must always be to reach that state of happiness in 
which no trouble shall distress us, and no error mislead us. If we must know the causes of 
physical convulsions, there are none which it concerns us more to know than those which 
affect our own health. But seeing that, in our ignorance of these, we are fain to resort to 
physicians, it would seem that we might bear with considerable patience our ignorance of 
the secrets that lie hid in the earth and heavens. 


XVII. THE NATURE OF ERROR. ALL 
ERROR IS NOT HURTFUL, THOUGH IT 
IS MAN’S DUTY AS FAR AS POSSIBLE 
TO AVOID IT 


For although we ought with the greatest possible care to avoid error, not only in great but 
even in little things, and although we cannot err except through ignorance, it does not fol- 
low that, if a man is ignorant of a thing, he must forthwith fall into error. That is rather 
the fate of the man who thinks he knows what he does not know. For he accepts what is 
false as if it were true, and that is the essence of error. But it is a point of very great im- 
portance what the subject is in regard to which a man makes a mistake. For on one and 
the same subject we rightly prefer an instructed man to an ignorant one, and a man who 
is not in error to one who is. In the case of different subjects, however—that is, when one 
man knows one thing, and another a different thing, and when what the former knows is 
useful, and what the latter knows is not so useful, or is actually hurtful—who would not, 
in regard to the things the latter knows, prefer the ignorance of the former to the knowl- 
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edge of the latter? For there are points on which ignorance is better than knowledge. And 
in the same way, it has sometimes been an advantage to depart from the right way—in 
travelling, however, not in morals. It has happened to myself to take the wrong road where 
two ways met, so that I did not pass by the place where an armed band of Donatists lay 
in wait for me. Yet I arrived at the place whither I was bent, though by a roundabout route; 
and when I heard of the ambush, I congratulated myself on my mistake, and gave thanks 
to God for it. Now, who would not rather be the traveller who made a mistake like this, 
than the highwayman who made no mistake? And hence, perhaps, it is that the prince of 
poets puts these words into the mouth of a lover in misery:* “How I am undone, how I 
have been carried away by an evil error!” for there is an error which is good, as it not merely 
does not harm, but produces some actual advantage. But when we look more closely into 
the nature of truth, and consider that to err is just to take the false for the true, and the 
true for the false, or to hold what is certain as uncertain, and what is uncertain as certain, 
and that error in the soul is hideous and repulsive just in proportion as it appears fair and 
plausible when we utter it, or assent to it, saying, “Yea, yea; Nay, nay’—surely this life 
that we live is wretched indeed, if only on this account, that sometimes, in order to pre- 
serve it, it is necessary to fall into error. God forbid that such should be that other life, 
where truth itself is the life of the soul, where no one deceives, and no one is deceived. But 
here men deceive and are deceived, and they are more to be pitied when they lead others 
astray than when they are themselves led astray by putting trust in liars. Yet so much does 
a rational soul shrink from what is false, and so earnestly does it struggle against error, that 
even those who. love to deceive are most unwilling to be deceived. For the liar does not 
think that he errs, but that he leads another who trusts him into error. And certainly he 
does not err in regard to the matter about which he lies, if he himself knows the truth; 
but he is deceived in this, that he thinks his lie does him no harm, whereas every sin is 
more hurtful to the sinner than to the sinned against. 


XVIII. IT IS NEVER ALLOWABLE TO TELL 

A LIE; BUT LIES DIFFER VERY MUCH IN 

GUILT, ACCORDING TO THE INTENTION 
AND THE SUBJECT 


But here arises a very difficult and very intricate question, about which I once wrote a large 
book, finding it necessary to give it an answer. The question is this: whether at any time 
it can become the duty of a good man to tell a lie? For some go so far as to contend that 
there are occasions on which it is a good and pious work to commit perjury even, and to 
say what is false about matters that relate to the worship of God, and about the very na- 
ture of God Himself. To me, however, it seems certain that every lie is a sin, though it 
makes a great difference with what intention and on what subject one lies. For the sin of 
the man who tells a lie to help another is not so heinous as that of the man who tells a lie 
to injure another; and the man who by his lying puts a traveller on the wrong road, does 
not do so much harm as the man who by false or misleading representations distorts the 
whole course of a life. No one, of course, is to be condemned as a liar who says what is 
false, believing it to be true, because such an one does not consciously deceive, but rather 
is himself deceived. And, on the same principle, a man is not to be accused of lying, though 
he may sometimes be open to the charge of rashness, if through carelessness he takes up 
what is false and holds it as true; but, on the other hand, the man who says what is true, 
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believing it to be false, is, so far as his own consciousness is concerned, a liar. For in say- 
ing what he does not believe, he says what to his own conscience is false, even though it 
should in fact be true; nor is the man in any sense free from lying who with his mouth 
speaks the truth without knowing it, but in his heart wills to tell a lie. And, therefore, 
not looking at the matter spoken of, but solely at the intention of the speaker, the man 
who unwittingly says what is false, thinking all the time that it is true, is a better man 
than the one who unwittingly says what is true, but in his conscience intends to deceive. 
For the former does not think one thing and say another; but the latter, though his state- 
ments may be true in fact, has one thought in his heart and another on his lips: and that 
is the very essence of lying. But when we come to consider truth and falsehood in respect 
to the subjects spoken of, the point on which one deceives or is deceived becomes a mat- 
ter of the utmost importance. For although, as far as a man’s own conscience is concerned, 
it is a greater evil to deceive than to be deceived, nevertheless it is a far less evil to tell a 
lie in regard to matters that do not relate to religion, than to be led into error in regard 
to matters the knowledge and belief of which are essential to the right worship of God. 
To illustrate this by example: suppose that one man should say of some one who is dead 
that he is still alive, knowing this to be untrue, and that another man should, being de- 
ceived, believe that Christ shall at the end of some time (make the time as long as you 
please) die; would it not be incomparably better to lie like the former, than to be deceived 
like the latter? and would it not be a much less evil to lead some man into the former error, 
than to be led by any man into the latter? 


XIX. MEN’S ERRORS VARY VERY MUCH 
IN THE MAGNITUDE OF THE EVILS THEY 
PRODUCE; BUT YET EVERY ERROR IS 
IN ITSELF AN EVIL. 


In some things, then, it is a great evil to be deceived; in some it is a small evil; in some 
no evil at all; and in some it is an actual advantage. It is to his grievous injury that a man 
is deceived when he does not believe what leads to eternal life, or believes what leads to 
eternal death. It is a small evil for a man to be deceived, when, by taking falsehood for 
truth, he brings upon himself temporal annoyances; for the patience of the believer will 
turn even these to a good use, as when, for example, taking a bad man for a good, he re- 
ceives injury from him. But one who believes a bad man to be good, and yet suffers no in- 
jury, is nothing the worse for being deceived, nor does he fall under the prophetic denun- 
ciation: “Woe to those who call evil good!” For we are to understand that this is spoken 
not about evil man, but about the things that make men evil. Hence the man who calls 
adultery good, falls justly under that prophetic denunciation. But the man who calls the 
adulterer good, thinking him to be chaste, and not knowing him to be an adulterer, falls 
into no error in regard to the nature of good and evil, but only makes a mistake as to the 
secrets of human conduct. He calls the man good on the ground of believing him to be 
what is undoubtedly good; he calls the adulterer evil, and the pure man good; and he calls 
this man good, not knowing him to be an adulterer, but believing him to be pure. Fur- 
ther, if by making a mistake one escape death, as I have said above once happened to me, 
one even derives some advantage from one’s mistake. But when I assert that in certain cases 
a man may be deceived without any injury to himself, or even with some advantage to 
himself, I do not mean that the mistake in itself is no evil, or is in any sense a good; I refer 
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only to the evil that is avoided, or the advantage that is gained, through making the mis- 
take. For the mistake, considered in itself, is an evil: a great evil if it concern a great mat- 
ter, a small evil if it concern a small matter, but yet always an evil. For who that is of sound 
mind can deny that it is an evil to receive what is false as if it were true, and to reject what 
is true as if it were false, or to hold what is uncertain as certain, and what is certain as un- 
certain? But it is one thing to think a man good when he is really bad, which is a mistake; 
it is another thing to suffer no ulterior injury in consequence of the mistake, supposing 
that the bad man whom we think good inflicts no damage upon us. In the same way, it is 
one thing to think that we are on the right road when we are not; it is another thing when 
this mistake of ours, which is an evil, leads to some good, such as saving us from an am- 
bush of wicked men. 


XX. EVERY ERROR IS NOT A SIN. AN 
EXAMINATION OF THE OPINION OF 
THE ACADEMIC PHILOSOPHERS, THAT 
TO AVOID ERROR WE SHOULD IN ALL 
CASES SUSPEND BELIEF 


I am not sure whether mistakes such as the following—when one forms a good opinion 
of a bad man, not knowing what sort of man he is; or when, instead of the ordinary per- 
ceptions through the bodily senses, other appearances of a similar kind present them- 
selves, which we perceive in the spirit, but think we perceive in the body, or perceive in 
the body, but think we perceive in the spirit (such a mistake as the Apostle Peter made 
when the angel suddenly freed him from his chains and imprisonment, and he thought 
he saw a vision); or when, in the case of sensible objects themselves, we mistake rough 
for smooth, or bitter for sweet, or think that putrid matter has a good smell; or when 
we mistake the passing of a carriage for thunder; or mistake one man for another, the 
two being very much alike, as often happens in the case of twins (hence our great poet 
calls it “a mistake pleasing to parents”'')—whether these, and other mistakes of this 
kind, ought to be called sins. Nor do I now undertake to solve a very knotty question, 
which perplexed those very acute thinkers, the Academic philosophers: whether a wise 
man ought to give his assent to anything, seeing that he may fall into error by assent- 
ing to falsehood: for all things, as they assert, are either unknown or uncertain. Now I 
wrote three volumes shortly after my conversion, to remove out of my way the objec- 
tions which lie, as it were, on the very threshold of faith. And assuredly it was necessary 
at the very outset to remove this utter despair of reaching truth, which seems to be 
strengthened by the arguments of these philosophers. Now in their eyes every error is 
regarded as a sin, and they think that error can only be avoided by entirely suspending 
belief. For they say that the man who assents to what is uncertain falls into error; and 
they strive by the most acute, but most audacious arguments, to show that, even though 
a man’s opinion should by chance be true, yet that there is no certainty of its truth, 
owing to the impossibility of distinguishing truth from falsehood. But with us, “the just 
shall live by faith.'? Now, if assent be taken away, faith goes too; for without assent there 
can be no belief. And there are truths, whether we know them or not, which must be 
believed if we would attain to a happy life, that is, to eternal life. But I am not sure 
whether one ought to argue with men who not only do not know that there is an eter- 
nal life before them, but do not know whether they are living at the present moment; 
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nay, say that they do not know what it is impossible they can be ignorant of. For it is 
impossible that any one should be ignorant that he is alive, seeing that if he be not alive 
it is impossible for him to be ignorant; for not knowledge merely, but ignorance too, can 
be an attribute only of the living. But, forsooth, they think that by not acknowledging 
that they are alive they avoid error, when even their very error proves that they are alive, 
since one who is not alive cannot err. As, then, it is not only true, but certain, that we 
are alive, so there are many other things both true and certain; and God forbid that it 
should ever be called wisdom, and not the height of folly, to refuse assent to these. 


XXI. ERROR, THOUGH NOT ALWAYS A SIN, 
IS ALWAYS AN EVIL 


But as to chose matters in regard to which our belief or disbelief, and indeed their truth 
or supposed truth or falsity, are of no importance whatever, so far as attaining the king- 
dom of God is concerned: to make a mistake in such matters is not to be looked on as a 
sin, or at least as a very small and trifling sin. In short, a mistake in matters of this kind, 
whatever its nature and magnitude, does not relate to the way of approach to God, which 
is the faith of Christ that “worketh by lovet For the “mistake pleasing to parents” in the 
case of the twin children was no deviation from this way; nor did the Apostle Peter devi- 
ate from this way, when, thinking that he saw a vision, he so mistook one thing for an- 
other, that, till the angel who delivered him had departed from him, he did not distin- 
guish the real objects among which he was moving from the visionary objects of a dream," 
nor did the patriarch Jacob deviate from this way, when he believed that his son, who was 
really alive, had been slain by a beast.” In the case of these and other false impressions of 
the same kind, we are indeed deceived, but our faith in God remains secure. We go astray, 
but we do not leave the way that leads us to Him. But yet these errors, though they are 
not sinful, are to be reckoned among the evils of this life, which is so far made subject to 
vanity, that we receive what is false as if it were true, reject what is true as if it were false, 
and cling to what is uncertain as if it were certain. And although they do not trench upon 
that true and certain faith through which we reach eternal blessedness, yet they have much 
to do with that misery in which we are now living. And assuredly, if we were now in the 
enjoyment of the true and perfect happiness that lies before us, we should not be subject 
to any deception through any sense, whether of body or of mind. 


XXII. A LIE IS NOT ALLOWABLE, EVEN 
TO SAVE ANOTHER FROM INJURY 


But every lie must be called a sin, because not only when a man knows the cruth, but 
even when, as a man may be, he is mistaken and deceived, it is his duty to say what he 
thinks in his heart, whether it be true, or whether he only chink it to be true. But every 
liar says the opposite of what he thinks in his heart, with purpose to deceive. Now it is 
evident that speech was given to man, not that men might therewith deceive one an- 
other, but that one man might make known his thoughts to another. To use speech, then, 
for the purpose of deception, and not for its appointed end, is a sin. Nor are we to sup- 
pose that there is any lie that is not a sin, because it is sometimes possible, by telling a 
lie, to do service to another. For it is possible to do this by theft also, as when we steal 


184 SAINT AUGUSTINE 


from a rich man who never feels the loss, to give to a poor man who is sensibly bene- 
fited by what he gets. And the same can be said of adultery also, when, for instance, 
some woman appears likely to die of love unless we consent to her wishes, while if she 
lived she might purify herself by repentance; but yet no one will assert that on this ac- 
count such an adultery is not a sin. And if we justly place so high a value upon chastity, 
what offense have we taken at truth, that, while no prospect of advantage to another will 
lead us to violate the former by adultery, we should be ready to violate the latter by 
lying? It cannot be denied that they have attained a very high standard of goodness who 
never lie except to save a man from injury; but in the case of men who have reached this 
standard, it is not the deceit, but their good intention, that is justly praised, and some- 
times even rewarded. It is quite enough that the deception should be pardoned, without 
its being made an object of laudation, especially among the heirs of the new covenant, 
to whom it is said: “Let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is 
more than these cometh of evil.”'® And it is on account of this evil, which never ceases 
to creep in while we retain this mortal vesture, that the co-heirs of Christ themselves 
say, “Forgive us our debtes- 


XXII. SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS OF 
THE PRECEDING DISCUSSION 


As it is right that we should know the causes of good ana evil, so much of them at least 
as will suffice for the way that leads us to the kingdom, where there will be life without 
the shadow of death, truth without any alloy of error, and happiness unbroken by any sor- 
row, I have discussed these subjects with the brevity which my limited space demanded. 
And I think there cannot now be any doubt, that the only cause of any good that we enjoy 
is the goodness of God, and that the only cause of evil is the falling away from the un- 
changeable good of a being made good but changeable, first in the case of an angel, and 
afterwards in the case of man. 
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6. SAINT THOMAS AQUINAS 


Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), a Dominican monk who taught at the University of Paris, 
became the most renowned medieval thinker. He developed a synthesis of Aristotelianism and 
Christian doctrine. 


Summa Contra Gentiles 


CHAPTER II 


That Every Agent Acts for an End 


Accordingly we must first show that every agent, by its action, intends an end. 

For in those things which clearly act for an end, we declare the end to be that towards 
which the movement of the agent tends; for when this is reached, the end is said to be 
reached, and to fail in this is to fail in the end intended. This may be seen in the physi- 
cian who aims at health, and in a man who runs towards an appointed goal. Nor does it 
matter, as to this, whether that which tends to an end be endowed with knowledge or not; 
for just as the target is the end of the archer, so is it the end of the arrow’s flight. Now the 
movement of every agent tends to something determinate, since it is not from any force 
that any action proceeds, but heating proceeds from heat, and cooling from cold; and 
therefore actions are differentiated by their active principles. Action sometimes terminates 
in something made, as for instance building terminates in a house, and healing in health; 
while sometimes it does not so terminate, as for instance, in che case of understanding and 
sensation. And if action terminates in something made, the movement of the agent tends 
by that action towards the thing made; while if it does not terminate in something made, 
the movement of the agent tends to the action itself. It follows therefore that every agent 
intends an end while acting, which end is sometimes the action itself, sometimes a thing 
made by the action. 

Again. In all things that act for an end, that is said to be the last end beyond which the 
agent seeks nothing further; and thus the physician’s action goes as far as health, and when 
this is attained, his efforts cease. But in the action of every agent, a point can be reached 
beyond which the agent does not desire to go; or else actions would tend to infinity, which 
is impossible, for since zt 7s not possible to pass through an infinite medium, the agent would 
never begin to act, because nothing moves towards what it cannot reach. Therefore every 
agent acts for an end. 


From Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contea Gentiles, translated by Anton C. Pegis (Random House, 1945). Reprinted 
by permission of The Anton C. Pegis Estate. 
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Moreover. If the actions of an agent proceed to infinity, these actions must needs result 
either in something made, or not. If the result is something made, the being of that thing 
made will follow after an infinity of actions. But that which presupposes an infinity of 
things cannot possibly be, since an infinite medium cannot be passed through. Now impossi- 
bility of being argues impossibility of becoming, and that which cannot become, it is im- 
possible to make. Therefore it is impossible for an agent to begin to make a thing for the 
making of which an infinity of actions is presupposed.—If, however, the result of such ac- 
tions be not something made, the order of these actions must be either according to the 
order of active powers (for instance, if a man feels that he may imagine, and imagines that 
he may understand, and understands that he may will), or according to the order of ob- 
jects (for instance, I consider the body that I may consider the soul, which I consider in 
order to consider a separate substance, which again I consider so that I may consider God). 
Now it is not possible to proceed to infinity, either in active powers (as neither is this pos- 
sible in the forms of things, as is proved in Metaph. ii; since the form is the principle of 
activity), or in objects (as neither is this possible in beings, since there is one first being, 
as we have proved above).’ Therefore it is not possible for agents to proceed to infinity, and 
consequently there must be something, upon whose attainment the efforts of the agent 
cease. Therefore every agent acts for an end. 

Further. In things that act for an end, whatsoever comes between the first agent and the 
last end, is an end in respect to what precedes, and an active principle in respect of what 
follows. Hence if the effort of the agent does not tend to something determinate, and if 
its action, as stated, proceeds to infinity, the active principles must needs proceed to in- 
finity; which is impossible, as we have shown above. Therefore the effort of the agent must 
of necessity tend to something determinate. 

Again. Every agent acts either by nature or by intellect. Now there can be no doubt 
that those which act by intellect act for an end, since they act with an intellectual precon- 
ception of what they attain by their action, and they act through such a preconception; for 
this is to act by intellect. Now just as in the preconceiving intellect there exists the entire 
likeness of the effect chat is attained by the action of the intellectual being, so in the natu- 
ral agent there pre-exists the likeness of the natural effect, by virtue of which the action 
is determined to the appointed effect; for fire begets fire, and an olive produces an olive. 
Therefore, even as that which acts by intellect tends by its action to a definite end, so also 
does that which acts by nature. Therefore every agent acts for an end. 

Moreover. Fault is not found save in those things which are for an end, for we do not 
find fault with one who fails in that to which he is not appointed; and thus we find fault 
with a physician if he fail to heal, but not with a builder or a grammarian. But we find 
fault in things done according to art, as when a grammarian fails to speak correctly, and 
in things that are ruled by nature, as in the case of monstrosities. Therefore every agent, 
whether according to nature, or according to art, or acting of set purpose, acts for an end. 

Again. Were an agent not to act for a definite effect, all effects would be indifferent to 
it. Now that which is indifferent to many effects does not produce one rather than another. 
Therefore, from that which is indifferent to either of two effects, no effect results, unless 
it be determined by something to one of them. Hence it would be impossible for it to act. 
Therefore every agent tends to some definite effect, which is called its end. 

There are, however, certain actions which would seem not to be for an end, such as play- 
ful and contemplative actions, and those which are done without attention, such as 
scratching one’s beard, and the like. Whence some might be led to think that there is an 
agent that acts not for an end.—But we must observe that contemplative actions are not 
for another end, but are themselves an end. Playful actions are sometimes an end, when 
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one plays for the mere pleasure of play; and sometimes they are for an end, as when we 
play that afterwards we may study better. Actions done without attention do not proceed 
from the intellect, but from some sudden act of the imagination, or some natural princi- 
ple; and thus a disordered humor produces an itching sensation and is the cause of a man 
scratching his beard, which he does without his intellect attending to it. Such actions do 
tend to an end, although outside the order of the intellect. Hereby is excluded the error 
of certain natural philosophers of old, who maintained that all things happen by the ne- 
cessity of matter, thus utterly banishing the final cause from things.‘ 


CHAPTER III 


That Every Agent Acts for a Good 


HENCE we must go on to prove that every agent acts for a good. 

For that every agent acts for an end clearly follows from the fact that every agent tends 
to something definite. Now that to which an agent tends definitely must needs be befit- 
ting to that agent, since the agent would not tend to it save because of some fittingness 
thereto. But that which is befitting to a thing is good for it. Therefore every agent acts for 
a good. 

Further. The end is that wherein the appetite of the agent or mover comes to rest, as 
also the appetite of that which is moved. Now it is the very motion of good to be the term 
of appetite, since good is the object of every appetite.’ Therefore all action and movement is for 
a good. 

Again. All action and movement would seem to be directed in some way to being, ei- 
ther for the preservation of being in the species or in the individual, or for the acquisition 
of being. Now this itself, namely, being, is a good; and for this reason all things desire 
being. Therefore all action and movement is for a good. 

Furthermore. All action and movement is for some perfection. For if the action itself 
be the end, it is clearly a second perfection of the agent. And if the action consist in the 
transformation of external matter, clearly the mover intends to induce some perfection into 
the thing moved, towards which perfection the movable also tends, if the movement be 
natural. Now we say that this is to be good, namely, to be perfect. Therefore every action 
and movement is for a good. 

Also. Every agent acts according as it is actual. Now by acting it tends to something 
similar to itself. Therefore it tends to an act. But an act has the nature of good, since evil 
is not found save in a potentiality lacking act. Therefore every action is for a good. 

Moreover. The intellectual agent acts for an end, as determining for itself its end; 
whereas the natural agent, though it acts for an end, as was proved above,‘ does not de- 
termine its end for itself, since it knows not the nature of end, but is moved to the end 
determined for it by another. Now an intellectual agent does not determine the end for 
itself except under the aspect of good; for the intelligible object does not move except 
it be considered as a good, which is the object of the will. Therefore che natural agent 
also is not moved, nor does it act for an end, except in so far as this end is a good, since 
the end is determined for the natural agent by some appetite. Therefore every agent acts 
for a good. 

Again. To shun evil and to seek good are of the same nature, even as movement down- 
ward and upward are of the same nature. Now we observe that all things shun evil, for in- 
tellectual agents shun a thing for the reason that they apprehend it as evil, and all natu- 
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ral agents, in proportion to their strength, resist corruption which is the evil of everything. 
Therefore all things act for a good. 

Again. That which results from the agent’s action outside his intention, is said to hap- 
pen by chance or luck. Now we observe in the works of nature that either always or more 
often that happens which is best: thus in plants the leaves are so placed as to protect the 
fruit; and the parts of an animal are so disposed as to conduce to the animal’s safety. There- 
fore, if this happens outside the intention of the natural agent, it will be the result of 
chance or luck. But that is impossible, because things that happen always, or frequently, 
are not by chance or fortuitous, but those which occur seldom.’ Therefore the natural agent 
tends to that which is best; and much more evidently is this so with the intellectual agent. 
Therefore every agent intends a good in acting. 

Moreover. Whatever is moved is brought to the term of movement by the mover and 
agent. Therefore mover and moved tend to the same term. Now that which is moved, since 
it is in potentiality, tends to an act, and consequently to perfection and goodness; for by 
its movement it passes from potentiality to act. Therefore mover and agent by moving and 
acting always intend a good. 

Hence the philosophers in defining the good said: The good is the object of every appetite; 
and Dionysius says that a// things desire the good and the best. . . .* 


CHAPTER XXV 


That to Know God is the End of Every 


Intellectual Substance 


Now, seeing that all creatures, even those that are devoid of reason, are directed to God as 
their last end, and that all reach this end in so far as they have some share of a likeness to 
Him, the intellectual creature attains to Him in a special way, namely, through its proper 
operation, by understanding Him. Consequently this must be the end of the intellectual 
creature, namely, to understand God. 

For, as we have shown above,’ God is the end of each thing, and hence, as far as it is 
possible to it, each thing intends to be united to God as its last end. Now a thing is more 
closely united to God by reaching in a way to the very substance of God; which happens 
when it knows something of the divine substance, rather than when it reaches to a divine 
likeness. Therefore the intellectual substance tends to the knowledge of God as its last end. 

Again. The operation proper to a thing is its end, for it is its second perfection; so that 
when a thing is well conditioned for its proper operation it is said to be fit and good. Now 
understanding is the proper operation of the intellectual substance, and consequently is 
its end. Therefore, whatever is most perfect in this operation is its last end; and especially 
in those operations which are not directed to some product, such as understanding and 
sensation. And since operations of this kind take their species from their objects, by which 
also they are known, it follows that the more perfect the object of any such operation, the 
more perfect is the operation. Consequently to understand the most perfect intelligible, 
namely God, is the most perfect in the genus of the operation which consists in under- 
standing. Therefore to know God by an act of understanding is the last end of every in- 
tellectual substance. 

Someone, however, might say that the last end of an intellectual substance consists in- 
deed in understanding the best intelligible object, but that what is the best intelligible 
for this or that intellectual substance is not absolutely the best intelligible; and that the 
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higher the intellectual substance, the higher is its best intelligible. So that possibly the 
supreme intellectual substance has for its best intelligible object that which is best ab- 
solutely, and its happiness will consist in understanding God; whereas the happiness of 
any lower intellectual substance will consist in understanding some lower intelligible ob- 
ject, which however will be the highest thing understood by that substance. Especially 
would it seem not to be in the power of the human intellect to understand that which is 
absolutely the best intelligible, because of its weakness; for it is as much adapted for know- 
ing the supreme intelligible as the owl’s eye for seeing the sun. 

Nevertheless it is evident that the end of any intellectual substance, even the lowest, is 
to understand God. For it has been shown above that God is the last end towards which 
all things tend.” And the human intellect, although the lowest in the order of intelligent 
substances, is superior to all that are devoid of understanding. Since then a more noble 
substance has not a less noble end, God will be the end also of the human intellect. Now 
every intelligent being attains to its last end by understanding it, as we have proved. 
Therefore the human intellect attains to God as its end, by understanding Him. 

Again. Just as things devoid of intellect tend to God as their end by way of assimila- 
tion, so do intellectual substances by way of knowledge, as clearly appears from what has 
been said. Now, although things devoid of reason tend towards a likeness to their proxi- 
mate causes, the intention of nature does not rest there, but has for its end a likeness to 
the highest good, as we have proved,” although they are able to attain to this likeness in 
a most imperfect manner. Therefore, however little be the knowledge of God to which the 
intellect is able to attain, this will be the intellect’s last end, rather than a perfect knowl- 
edge of lower intelligibles. 

Moreover. Everything desires most of all its last end. Now the human intellect desires, 
loves and enjoys the knowledge of divine things, although it can grasp but little about 
them, more than the perfect knowledge which it has of the lowest things. Therefore man’s 
last end is to understand God in some way. 

Further. Everything tends to a divine likeness as its own end. Therefore a thing's last 
end is that whereby it is most of all like God. Now the intellectual creature is especially 
likened to God in that it is intellectual, since this likeness belongs to it above other crea- 
tures, and includes all other likenesses. And in this particular kind of likeness, it is more 
like God in understanding actually than in understanding habitually or potentially, be- 
cause God is always actually understanding, as we proved in the First Book.” Furthermore, 
in understanding actually, the intellectual creature is especially like God in understand- 
ing God; for by understanding Himself God understand all other things, as we proved in 
the First Book. Therefore the last end of every intellectual substance is to understand 
God. 

Again. That which is lovable only because of another is for the sake of that which is 
lovable for its own sake alone; because we cannot go on indefinitely in the appetite of na- 
ture, since then nature's desire would be in vain, for it is impossible to pass through an in- 
finite number of things. Now all practical sciences, arts and powers are lovable only for 
the sake of something else, since their end is not knowledge, but work. But speculative 
sciences are lovable for their own sake, for their end is knowledge itself. Nor can we find 
any action in human life that is not directed to some other end, with the exception of spec- 
ulative consideration. For even playful actions, which seem to be done without any pur- 
pose, have some end due to them, namely that the mind may be relaxed, and that thereby 
we may afterwards become more fit for studious occupations; or otherwise we should al- 
ways have to be playing, if play were desirable for its own sake, and chis is unreasonable. 
Accordingly, the practical arts are directed to the speculative arts, and again every human 
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operation, to intellectual speculation, as its end. Now, in all sciences and arts that are mu- 
tually ordered, the last end seems to belong to the one from which others take their rules 
and principles. Thus the art of sailing, to which belongs the ship’s purpose, namely its use, 
provides rules and principles to the art of ship-building. And such is the relation of first 
philosophy to other speculative sciences, for all others depend thereon, since they derive 
their principles from it, and are directed by it in defending those principles; and moreover 
first philosophy is wholly directed to the knowledge of God as its last end, and is conse- 
quently called the divine science. Therefore the knowledge of God is the last end of all 
human knowledge and activity. 

Furthermore. In all mutually ordered agents and movers, the end of the first agent and 
mover must be the end of all, even as the end of the commander-in-chief is the end of all 
who are soldiering under him. Now of all the parts of man, the intellect is the highest 
mover, for it moves the appetite, by proposing its object to it; and the intellective appetite, 
or will, moves the sensitive appetites, namely the irascible and concupiscible. Hence it is 
that we do not obey the concupiscence, unless the will command; while the sensitive ap- 
petite, when the will has given its consent, moves the body. Therefore the end of the in- 
tellect is the end of all human actions. Now the intellect’s end and good are the true, and its 
last end is the first truth. Therefore the last end of the whole man, and of all his deeds and 
desires, is to know the first truth, namely, God. 

Moreover. Man has a natural desire to know the causes of whatever he sees; and so 
through wondering at what they saw, and not knowing its cause, men first began to phi- 
losophize, and when they had discovered the cause they were at rest. Nor do they cease in- 
quiring until they come to the first cause; and then do we deem ourselves to know perfectly when 
we know the first cause.’ Therefore man naturally desires, as his last end, to know the first 
cause. But God is the first cause of all things. Therefore man’s last end is to know God. 

Besides. Man naturally desires to know the cause of any known effect. But the human 
intellect knows universal being. Therefore it naturally desires to know its cause, which is 
God alone, as we proved in the Second Book.'* Now one has not attained to one’s last end 
until the natural desire is at rest. Therefore the knowledge of any intelligible object is not 
enough for man’s happiness, which is his last end, unless he know God also, which knowl- 
edge terminates his natural desire as his last end. Therefore this very knowledge of God is 
man’s last end. 

Further. A body that tends by its natural appetite to its place is moved all the more ve- 
hemently and rapidly the nearer it approaches its end. Hence Aristotle proves that a natu- 
ral straight movement cannot be towards an indefinite point, because it would not be more 
moved afterwards than before.'!? Hence that which tends more vehemently to a thing af- 
terwards than before is not moved towards an indefinite point but towards something 
fixed. Now this we find in the desire of knowledge, for the more one knows, the greater 
one’s desire to know. Consequently, man’s natural desire in knowledge tends to a definite 
end. This can be none other than the highest thing knowable, which is God. Therefore the 
knowledge of God is man’s last end. 

Now the last end of man and of any intelligent substance is called happiness or beatitude, 
for it is this that every intellectual substance desires as its last end, and for its own sake 
alone. Therefore the last beatitude or happiness of any intellectual substance is to know 
God. 

Hence it is said (Matt. v. 8): Blessed are the clean of heart, for they shall see God; and (Jo. 
xvii. 3): This is eternal life, that they may know thee, the only true God. Aristotle himself agrees 
with this judgment when he says that man’s ultimate happiness is speculative, and this with 
regard to the highest object of speculation.” 
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CHAPTER XXVI 
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Does Happiness Consist in an Act of the Will? 


Since the intellectual substance attains to God by its operation, not only by an act of un- 
derstanding but also by an act of the will, through desiring and loving Him, and through 
delighting in Him, someone might think that man’s last end and ultimate happiness con- 
sists, not in knowing God, but in loving Him, or in some other act of the will towards 
Him; {1] especially since the object of the will is the good, which has the nature of an end, 
whereas the true, which is the object of the intellect, has not the nature of an end except 
in so far as it also is a good. Therefore, seemingly, man does not attain to his last end by 
an act of his intellect, but rather by an act of his will. 

{2} Further. The ultimate perfection of operation is delight, which perfects operation as 
beauty perfects youth, as the Philosopher says.” Hence, if the last end be a perfect operation, 
it would seem that it must consist in an act of the will rather than of the intellect. 

{3} Again. Delight apparently is desired for its own sake, so that it is never desired for 
the sake of something else; for it is silly to ask of anyone why he seeks to be delighted. 
Now this is a condition of the ultimate end, namely, that it be sought for its own sake. 
Therefore, seemingly, the last end consists in an act of the will rather than of the intellect. 

{4} Moreover. All agree in their desire of the last end, for it is a natural desire. But more 
people seek delight than knowledge. Therefore delight would seem to be the last end 
rather than knowledge. 

{5} Furthermore. The will is seemingly a higher power than the intellect, for the will 
moves the intellect to its act; since when a person wills, his intellect considers by an act 
what he holds by a habit. Therefore, seemingly, the action of the will is more noble than 
the action of the intellect. Therefore, it would seem that the last end, which is beatitude, 
consists in an act of the will rather than of the intellect. 

But this can be clearly shown to be impossible. 

For since happiness is the proper good of the intellectual nature, it must needs become 
the intellectual nature according to that which is proper thereto. Now appetite is not 
proper to the intellectual nature, but is in all things, although it is found diversely in di- 
verse things. This diversity, however, arises from the fact that things are diversely related 
to knowledge. For things wholly devoid of knowledge have only a natural appetite; those 
that have a sensitive knowledge have also a sensitive appetite, under which the irascible 
and concupiscible appetites are comprised; and those which have intellectual knowledge 
have also an appetite proportionate to that knowledge, namely, the will. The will, there- 
fore, in so far as it is an appetite, is not proper to the intellectual nature, but only in so far 
as it is dependent on the intellect. On the other hand, the intellect is in itself proper to 
the intellectual nature. Therefore, beatitude or happiness consists principally and essen- 
tially in an act of the intellect, rather than in an act of the will. 

Again. In all powers that are moved by their objects, the object is naturally prior to the 
acts of those powers, even as the mover is naturally prior to the movable being moved. 
Now the will is such a power, for the appetible object moves the appetite. Therefore the 
will’s object is naturally prior to its act, and consequently its first object precedes its every 
act. Therefore an act of the will cannot be the first thing willed. But this is the last end, 
which is beatitude. Therefore beatitude or happiness cannot be the very act of the will. 

Besides. In all those powers which are able to reflect on their acts, their act must first 
bear on some other object, and afterwards the power is brought to bear on its own act. For 
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if the intellect understands that it understands, we must suppose first that it understands 
some particular thing, and that afterwards it understands that it understands; for this very 
act of understanding, which the intellect understands, must have an object. Hence either 
we must go on forever, or if we come to some first thing understood, this will not be an 
act of understanding, but some intelligible thing. In the same way, the first thing willed 
cannot be the very act of willing, but must be some other good. Now the first thing willed 
by an intellectual nature is beatitude or happiness; because it is for its sake that we will 
whatever we will. Therefore happiness cannot consist in an act of the will. 

Further. The truth of a thing’s nature is derived from those things which constitute its 
substance; for a true man differs from a man in a picture by the things which constitute 
man’s substance. Now false happiness does not differ from true in an act of the will; be- 
cause, whatever be proposed to the will as the supreme good, whether truly or falsely, it 
makes no difference to the will in its desiring, loving, or enjoying that good: the differ- 
ence is on the part of the intellect, as to whether the good proposed as supreme be truly 
so or not. Therefore beatitude or happiness consists essentially in an act of the intellect 
rather than of the will. 

Again. If an act of the will were happiness itself, this act would be an act either of de- 
sire, or love, or delight. But desire cannot possibly be the last end. For desire implies that 
the will is tending to what it has not yet; and this is contrary to the very notion of the last 
end.—Nor can love be the last end. For a good is loved not only while it is in our posses- 
sion, but even when it is not, because it is through love that we seek by desire what we 
have not; and if the love of a thing we possess is more perfect, this arises from the fact that 
we possess the good we love. It is one thing, therefore, to possess the good which is our 
end, and another to love it; for love was imperfect before we possessed the end, and per- 
fect after we obtained possession.—Nor again is delight the last end. For it is possession 
of the good that causes delight, whether we are conscious of possessing it actually, or call 
to mind our previous possession, or hope to possess it in the future. Therefore delight is 
not the last end.—Therefore no act of the will can be happiness itself essentially. 

Furthermore. If delight were the last end, it would be desirable for its own sake. But 
this is not true. For the desirability of a delight depends on what gives rise to the delight, 
since that which arises from good and desirable operations is itself good and desirable, but 
that which arises from evil operations is itself evil and to be avoided. Therefore its good- 
ness and desirability are from something else, and consequently it is not itself the last end 
or happiness. 

Moreover. The right order of things agrees with the order of nature, for in the natural 
order things are ordered to their end without any error. Now, in the natural order delight 
is for the sake of operation, and not conversely. For it is to be observed that nature has 
joined delight with those animal operations which are clearly ordered to necessary ends: 
for instance, to the use of food that is ordered to the preservation of the individual, and to 
sexual matters, that are appointed for the preservation of the species; since were there no 
pleasure, animals would abstain from the use of these necessary things. Therefore delight 
cannot be the last end. 

Again. Delight, seemingly, is nothing else than the quiescence of the will in some be- 
coming good, just as desire is the inclining of the will towards the attaining of some good. 
Now just as by his will a man is inclined towards an end, and rests in it, so too natural 
bodies have a natural inclination to their respective ends, and are at rest when they have 
once attained their end. Now it is absurd to say that the end of the movement of a heavy 
body is not to be in its proper place, but that it is the quiescence of the inclination to- 
wards that place. For if it were nature’s chief intent that this inclination should be quies- 
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cent, it would not give such an inclination; but it gives the inclination so that the body 
may tend towards its proper place, and when it has arrived there, as though it were its end, 
quiescence of the inclination follows. Hence this quiescence is not the end, but accompa- 
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nies the end. Neither therefore is delight the ultimate end, but accompanies it. Much less 
therefore is happiness any act of the will. 

: Besides. If a thing have something extrinsic for its end, the operation whereby it first 
obtains that thing will be called its last end. Thus, for those whose end is money posses- 
sion is said to be their end, but not love or desire. Now the last end of the intellectual sub- 
stance is God. Hence that operation of man whereby he first obtains God is essentially his 
happiness or beatitude. And this is understanding, since we cannot will what we do not 
understand. Therefore man’s ultimate happiness is essentially to know God by the intel- 
lect; it is not an act of the will. 

From what has been said we can now solve the arguments that were objected in the 
contrary sense. For it does not necessarily follow that happiness is essentially the very act 
of the will, from the fact that it is the object of the will, through being the highest good, 
as the first argument reasoned. On the contrary, the fact that it is the first object of the will 
shows that it is not an act of the will, as appears from what we have said. 

Nor does it follow that whatever perfects a thing in any way whatever must be the end 
of that thing, as the second objection argued. For a thing perfects another in two ways: first, 
it perfects a thing that has its species; secondly, it perfects a thing that it may have its 
species. Thus the perfection of a house, considered as already having its species, is that to 
which the species “house” is directed, namely to be a dwelling; for one would not build a 
house but for that purpose, and consequently we must include this in the definition of a 
house, if the definition is to be perfect. On the other hand, the perfection that conduces 
to the species of a house is both that which is directed to the completion of the species, 
for instance, its substantial principles; and also that which conduces to the preservation of 
the species, for instance, the buttresses which are made to support the building; as well as 
those things which make the house more fit for use, for instance, the beauty of the house. 
Accordingly, that which is the perfection of a thing, considered as already having its 
species, is its end; as the end of a house is to be a dwelling. Likewise, the operation proper 
to a thing, its use, as it were, is its end. On the other hand, whatever perfects a thing by 
conducing to its species is not the end of that thing; in fact, the thing itself is its end, for 
matter and form are for the sake of the species. For although the form is the end of gen- 
eration, it is not the end of the thing already generated and having its species, but is re- 
quired in order that the species be complete. Again, whatever preserves the thing in its 
species, such as health and the nutritive power, although it perfects the animal, is not the 
animal’s end, but vice versa. And again, whatever adapts a thing for the perfection of its 
proper specific operations, and for the easier attainment of its proper end, is not the end 
of chat thing, but vice versa; for instance, a man’s comeliness and bodily strength, and the 
like, of which the Philosopher says that they conduce to happiness instrumentally.°—Now de- 
light is a perfection of operation, not as though operation were directed thereto in respect 
of its species, for thus it is directed to other ends (thus, eating, in respect of its species, is 
directed to the preservation of the individual); but it is like a perfection that is conducive 
to a thing’s species, since for the sake of the delight we perform more attentively and be- 
comingly an operation we delight in. Hence the Philosopher says that delight perfects oper- 
ation as beauty perfects youth, for beauty is for the sake of the one who has youth and not 
vice versa. 

Nor is the fact that men seek delight not for the sake of something else but for its own 
sake a sufficient indication that delight is the last end, as the third objection argued. Because 
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delight, though it is not the last end, nevertheless accompanies the last end, since delight 
arises from the attainment of the end. 

Nor do more people seek the pleasure that comes from knowledge than knowledge it- 
self. But more there are who seek sensible delights than intellectual knowledge and the 
delight consequent thereto; because those things that are outside us are better known to 
the majority, in that human knowledge takes its beginning from sensible objects. 

The suggestion put forward by the fifth argument, that the will is a higher power than 
the intellect, as being the latter's motive power, is clearly untrue. Because the intellect 
moves the will first and per se, for the will, as such, is moved by its object, which is the ap- 
prehended good; whereas the will moves the intellect accidentally as it were, in so far, 
namely, as the act of understanding is itself apprehended as a good, and on that account is 
desired by the will, with the result that the intellect understands actually. Even in this, 
the intellect precedes the will, for the will would never desire understanding, did not the 
intellect first apprehend its understanding as a good.—And again, the will moves the in- 
tellect to actual operation in the same way as an agent is said to move; whereas the intel- 
lect moves the will in the same way as the end moves, for the good understood is the end 
of the will. Now the agent in moving presupposes the end, for the agent does not move 
except for the sake of the end. It is therefore clear that the intellect is higher than the will 
absolutely, while the will is higher than the intellect accidentally and in a restricted sense. 


CHAPTER XXVII 


That Human Happiness Does not Consist 
in Carnal Pleasures 


FROM what has been said it is clearly impossible that human happiness consist in pleasures 
of the body, the chief of which are pleasures of the table and of sex. 

It has been shown that according to nature’s order pleasure is for the sake of operation, 
and not conversely.“ Therefore, if an operation be not the ultimate end, the consequent 
pleasure can neither be the ultimate end, nor accompany the ultimate end. Now it ts man- 
ifest that the operations which are followed by the pleasures mentioned above are not the 
last end; for they are directed to certain manifest ends: eating, for instance, to the preser- 
vation of the body, and carnal intercourse to the begetting of children. Therefore the afore- 
said pleasures are not the last end, nor do they accompany the last end. Therefore happi- 
ness does not consist in them. 

Again. The will is higher than the sensitive appetite, for it moves the sensitive appetite, 
as was stated above.” But happiness does not consist in an act of the will, as we have al- 
ready proved. Much less therefore does it consist in the aforesaid pleasures which are 
seated in the sensitive appetite. 

Moreover. Happiness is a good proper to man, for it is an abuse of terms to speak of 
brute animals as being happy. Now these pleasures are common to man and brute. There- 
fore we must not assign happiness to them. 

The last end is the most noble of things belonging to a reality, for it has the nature of 
that which is best. But the aforementioned pleasures do not befit man according to what 
is most noble in him, namely, the intellect, but according to the sense. Therefore happi- 
ness is not to be located in such pleasures. 

Besides. The highest perfection of man cannot consist in his being united to things 
lower than himself, but consists in his being united to something above him; for the end 
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is better than that which tends to the end. Now the above pleasures consist in man’s being 
united through his senses to things beneath him, namely, certain sensible things. There- 
fore we must not assign happiness to such pleasures. 

Further. That which is not good unless it be moderate is not good in itself, but receives 
its goodness from its moderator. Now the use of the aforesaid pleasures is not good for man 
unless it be moderate; for otherwise they would frustrate one another. Therefore these plea- 
sures are not in themselves man’s good. But the highest good is good of itself, because that 
which is good of itself is better than what is good through another. Therefore such plea- 
sures are not man’s highest good, which is happiness. 

Again. In all per se predictions, if A be predicated of B absolutely, an increase in A will 
be predicated of an increase in B. Thus if a hot thing heats, a hotter thing heats more, and 
the hottest thing will heat most. Accordingly, if the pleasures in question were good in 
themselves, it would follow that to use them very much would be very good. But this is 
clearly false, because it is considered sinful to use them too much; besides, it is hurtful to 
the body, and hinders pleasures of the same kind. Therefore they are not per se man’s good, 
and human happiness does not consist in them. 

Again. Acts of virtue are praiseworthy through being ordered to happiness.” If there- 
fore human happiness consisted in the aforesaid pleasures, an act of virtue would be more 
praiseworthy in acceding to them than in abstaining from them. But this is clearly un- 
true, for the act of temperance is especially praised in abstinence from pleasures; whence 
that act takes its name. Therefore man’s happiness is not in these pleasures. 

Furthermore. The last end of everything is God, as was proved above.” We must there- 
fore posit as man’s last end that by which especially man approaches to God. Now man is 
hindered by the aforesaid pleasures from his chief approach to God, which is effected by 
contemplation, to which these same pleasures are a very great hindrance, since more than 
anything they plunge man into the midst of sensible things, and consequently withdraw 
him from intelligible things. Therefore human happiness is not to be placed in bodily 
pleasures. 

Hereby is refuted the error of the Epicureans who ascribed man’s happiness to pleasures 
of this kind. In their person Solomon says (Eccles. v. 17): This therefore hath seemed good to me, 
that a man should eat and drink, and enjoy the fruit of his labor . . . and this is his portion; and 
(Wis. ii. 9): Let us everywhere leave tokens of joy, for this is our portion, and this is our Lot. 

The error of the Cerinthians is also refuted. For they pretended that, in the state of final 
happiness, after the resurrection Christ will reign for a thousand years, and men will indulge in the 
carnal pleasures of the table. Hence they are called ‘Chiliastae,”° or believers in the Millennium. 

The fables of the Jews and Mohammedans are also refuted, who pretend that the re- 
ward of the righteous consists in such pleasures. For happiness is the reward of virtue. 


CHAPTER XXVIII 


That Happiness Does Not Consist in Honors 


FROM the foregoing it is also clear that neither does man’s highest good, or happiness, con- 
sist in honors. 

For man’s ultimate end and happiness is his most perfect operation, as we have shown 
above. But man’s honor does not consist in something done by him, but in something 
done to him by another who shows him respect.” Therefore man’s happiness must not be 
placed in honors. 
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Again. That which is for the sake of another good and desirable thing is not the last 
end. Now such is honor, for a man is not rightly honored, except because of some other 
good in him. For this reason men seek to be honored, as though wishing to have a voucher 
for some good that is in them; so that they rejoice more in being honored by the great and 
the wise. Therefore we must not assign man’s happiness to honors. 

Besides. Happiness is obtained through virtue. Now virtuous deeds are voluntary, or 
else they would not be praiseworthy. Therefore happiness must be a good obtainable by 
man through his will. But it is not in a man’s power to secure honor, rather is it in the 
power of the man who pays honor. Therefore happiness is not to be assigned to honors. 

Moreover. Only the good can be worthy of honor, and yet it is possible even for the 
wicked to be honored. Therefore it is better to become worthy of honor, than to be hon- 
ored. Therefore honor is not man’s supreme good. 

Furthermore. The highest good is the perfect good. Now the perfect good is incom- 
patible with any evil. But that which has no evil in it cannot possibly be evil. Therefore 
that which is in possession of the highest good cannot be evil. Yet it is possible for an evil 
person to receive honor. Therefore honor is not man’s supreme good. 


CHAPTER XXIX 


That Man’s Happiness Does Not Consist in Glory 


THEREFORE it is evident also that man’s supreme good does not consist in glory, which is 
the recognition of one’s good name. 

For glory, according to Cicero, is the general recognition and praise of a person’s good name,” 
and, in the words of Ambrose, consists in being well known and praised.” Now men seek 
praise and distinction through being famous, so that they may be honored by those whom 
their fame reaches. Therefore glory is sought for the sake of honor, and consequently if 
honor be not the highest good, much less is glory. 

Again. Those goods are worthy of praise, whereby a man shows himself to be ordered 
to his end. Now he who is directed to his end has not yet reached his last end. Therefore 
praise is not bestowed on one who has reached his last end; rather does he receive honor, 
as the Philosopher says.** Therefore glory cannot be the highest good, since it consists 
chiefly in praise. 

Besides. It is better to know than to be known, because only the higher realities know, 
whereas the lowest are known. Therefore man’s highest good cannot be glory, which con- 
sists in a man’s being known. 

Further. A man does not seek to be known except in good things; in evil things he seeks 
to be hidden. Therefore, to be known is good and desirable, because of the good things 
that are known in a man. Therefore these good things are better still. Consequently glory, 
which consists in a man’s being known, is not his highest good. 

Moreover. The highest good must needs be perfect, for it satisfies the appetite. But the 
knowledge of one’s good name, wherein glory consists, is imperfect, for it is beset with 
much uncertainty and error. Therefore glory of this kind cannot be the supreme good. 

Furthermore. Man’s highest good must be supremely stable in human things, for it is 
natural to desire unfailing endurance in one’s goods. Now glory, which consists in fame, 
is most unstable, since nothing is more changeable than human opinion and praise. There- 
fore such glory is not man’s highest good. 
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CHAPTER XXX 


That Man’s Happiness Does Not Consist in Wealth 


HENCE it is evident that neither is wealth man’s highest good. For wealth is not sought 
except for the sake of something else, because of itself it brings us no good, but only when 
we use it, whether for the support of the body or for some similar purpose. Now the high- 
est good is sought for its own, and not for another’s sake. Therefore wealth is not man’s 
highest good. 

Again. Man’s highest good cannot consist in the possession or preservation of things 
whose chief advantage for man consists in their being spent. Now the chief advantage of 
wealth is in its being spent, for this is its use. Therefore the possession of wealth cannot 
be man’s highest good. 

Moreover. Acts of virtue deserve praise according as they lead to happiness. Now acts 
of liberality and magnificence, which are concerned with money, are deserving of praise 
because of money being spent rather than because of its being kept; and it is from this that 
these virtues derive their names. Therefore man’s happiness does not consist in the pos- 
session of wealth. 

Besides. Man’s highest good must consist in obtaining something better than man. But 
man is better than wealth, since wealth is something directed to man’s use. Therefore 
man’s supreme good does not consist in wealth. 

Further. Man’s highest good is not subject to fortune.” For things that are fortuitous 
escape the forethought of reason, whereas man has to attain his own end by means of his 
reason. But fortune occupies the greatest place in the attaining of wealth. Therefore human 
happiness does not consist in wealth. 

Moreover. This is evident from the fact that wealth is lost unwillingly; also because 
wealth can come into the possession of evil persons, who, of necessity, must lack the high- 
est good. Again because wealth is unstable. Other similar reasons can be gathered from 
the arguments given above.’ 


CHAPTER XXXI 


That Happiness Does Not Consist in Worldly Power 


IN like manner, neither can worldly power be man’s highest happiness, since in the 
achievement thereof chance can effect much. Again, it is unstable, and not subject to man’s 
will; and it is often obtained by evil men. These are incompatible with the highest good, 
as was already stated.” 

Again. Man is said to be good especially according as he approaches the highest good. 
But in respect to his having power, he is not said to be either good or evil, since not every- 
one who can do good deeds is good, nor is a person evil because he can do evil deeds. There- 
fore the highest good does not consist in being powerful. 

Besides. Every power implies reference to something else. But the highest good is not 
referred to anything further. Therefore power is not man’s highest good. 

Moreover. Man’s highest good cannot be a thing that one can use both well and ill; for 
the better things are those that we cannot abuse. But one can use one’s power both well 
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and ill, for rational powers can be directed to contrary objects.» Therefore human power is not 
man’s good. 

Further. If any power be man’s highest good, it must be most perfect. Now human 
power is most imperfect, for it is based on human will and opinion, which are full of 
inconstancies. Also, the greater a power is reputed to be, the greater number of people 
does it depend on; which again conduces to its weakness, since what depends on many 
is in many ways destructible. Therefore man’s highest good does not consist in worldly 
power. 

Consequently man’s happiness does not consist in any external good, for all ex- 
ternal goods, which are known as fortuitous goods, are contained under those we have 
mentioned.” 


CHAPTER XXXII 


That Happiness Does Not Consist in Goods of the Body 


LIKE arguments avail to prove that man’s highest good does not consist in goods of the 
body, such as health, beauty and strength. For they are common to good and evil, they are 
unstable, and they are not subject to the will. 

Besides. The soul is better than the body, which neither lives nor possesses these goods 
without the soul. Therefore, the soul’s good, such as understanding and the like, is better 
than the body’s good. Therefore the body’s good is not man’s highest good. 

Again. These goods are common to man and other animals, whereas happiness is a good 
proper to man. Therefore man’s happiness does not consist in the things mentioned. 

Moreover. Many animals surpass man in goods of the body, for some are fleeter chan he, 
some more sturdy, and so on. Accordingly, if man’s highest good consisted in these things, 
man would not excel all animals; which is clearly untrue. Therefore human happiness does 
not consist in goods of the body. 


CHAPTER XXXIII 


That Human Happiness is Not Seated in the Senses 


By the same arguments it is evident that neither does man’s highest good consist in goods 
of his sensitive nature. For these goods, again, are common to man and other animals. 

Again. Intellect is superior to sense. Therefore the intellect’s good is better than that 
of the sense. Consequently man’s supreme good is not seated in the senses. 

Besides. The greatest sensual pleasures are those of the table and of sex, wherein the 
supreme good must needs be, if seated in the senses. But it does not consist in them. 
Therefore man’s highest good is not in the senses. 

Moreover. The senses are appreciated for their utility and for knowledge. Now the en- 
tire utility of the senses is referred to the goods of the body. Again, sensitive knowledge 
is ordered to intellectual knowledge, and hence animals devoid of intellect take no plea- 
sure in sensation except in reference to some bodily utility, in so far as by sensitive knowl- 
edge they obtain food or sexual intercourse. Therefore, man’s highest good which is hap- 
piness is not seated in the sensitive part of man. 
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CHAPTER XXXIV 


—_— l 


That Man’s Ultimate Happiness Does Not Consist 
in Acts of the Moral Virtues 


IT is clear that man’s ultimate happiness does not consist in moral activities. 

For human happiness, if ultimate, cannot be directed to a further end. But all moral 
activities can be directed to something else. This is clear from a consideration of the prin- 
cipal among them. Because deeds of fortitude in time of war are directed to victory and 
peace; for it were foolish to go to war merely for its own sake.“ Again, deeds of justice are 
directed to keeping peace among men, for each man possesses with contentment what is 
his own. The same applies to all the other virtues. Therefore man’s ultimate happiness is 
not in moral deeds. 

Again. The purpose of the moral virtues is that through them we may observe the mean 
in the passions within us, and in things outside us. Now it is impossible that the moder- 
ation of passions or of external things be the ultimate end of man’s life, since both pas- 
sions and external things can be directed to something less. Therefore it is not possible 
that the practice of moral virtue be man’s final happiness. 

Further. Since man is man through the possession of reason, his proper good, which is 
happiness, must needs be in accordance with that which is proper to reason. Now that 
which reason has in itself is more proper to reason that what it effects in something else. 
Seeing, then, that the good of moral virtue is a good established by reason in something 
other than itself, ic cannot be the greatest good of man which happiness is; rather this good 
must be a good that is in reason itself. 

Moreover. We have already proved that the last end of all things is to become like God.*! 
Therefore that in which man chiefly becomes like God will be his happiness. Now this is 
not in terms of moral actions, since such actions cannot be ascribed to God, except 
metaphorically; for it is not befitting to God to have passions, or the like, with which 
moral virtue is concerned. Therefore man’s ultimate happiness, which is his last end, does 
not consist in moral actions. 

Furthermore. Happiness is man’s proper good. Therefore that good, which of all goods 
is most proper to man in comparison with other animals, is the one in which we must seek 
his ultimate happiness. Now this is not the practice of moral virtue, for animals share 
somewhat either in liberality or in fortitude, whereas no animal has a share in intellectual 
activity. Therefore man’s ultimate happiness does not consist in moral acts. 


CHAPTER XXXV 


That Ultimate Happiness Does Not Consist in 
the Act of Prudence 


IT is also evident from the foregoing that neither does man’s happiness consist in the act 


of prudence. 
For acts of prudence are solely about matters of moral virtue. But human happiness does 
not consist in the practice of moral virtue. Neither therefore does it consist in the prac- 


tice of prudence. 
Again. Man’s ultimate happiness consists in man’s most excellent operation. Now man’s 
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most excellent operation, in terms of what is proper to man, is in relation to most perfect 
objects. But the act of prudence is not concerned with the most perfect objects of intellect 
or reason; for it is not about necessary things, but about contingent practical matters.® 
Therefore its act is not man’s ultimate happiness. 

Besides. That which is ordered to another as to its end is not man’s ultimate happiness. 
Now the act of prudence is ordered to another as to its end, both because all practical 
knowledge, under which prudence is comprised, is ordered to operation, and because pru- 
dence disposes a man well in choosing means to an end, as may be gathered from Aristo- 
tle.“ Therefore man’s ultimate happiness is not in the practice of prudence. 

Furthermore. Irrational animals have no share of happiness, as Aristotle proves.” Yet 
some of them have a certain share of prudence, as may be gathered from the same author.“ 
Therefore happiness does not consist in an act of prudence. 


CHAPTER XXXVI 


That Happiness Does Not Consist in the Practice of Art 


IT is also evident that it cannot consist in the practice of art. 

For even the knowledge of art is practical, and so is directed to an end, and is not the 
ultimate end. 

Besides. The end of the practice of art is the thing produced by art, and such a thing 
cannot be the ultimate end of human life, since it is rather we who are the end of those 
products, for they are all made for man’s use. Therefore final happiness cannot consist in 
the practice of art. 


CHAPTER XXXVII 


That Man’s Ultimate Happiness Consists 
in Contemplating God 


ACCORDINGLY, if man’s ultimate happiness does not consist in external things, which are 
called goods of fortune; nor in goods of the body; nor in goods of the soul, as regards the 
sensitive part; not as regards the intellectual part, in terms of the life of moral virtue; nor 
in terms of the intellectual virtues which are concerned with action, namely, art and pru- 
dence:—it remains for us to conclude that man’s ultimate happiness consists in the con- 
templation of truth. 

For this operation alone is proper to man, and it is in it that none of the other animals 
communicates. 

Again. This is not directed to anything further as to its end, since the contemplation 
of the truth is sought for its own sake. 

Again. By this operation man is united to beings above him, by becoming like them; 
because of all human actions this alone is both in God and in the separate substances. Also, 
by this operation man comes into contact with those higher beings, through knowing 
them in any way whatever. 

Besides, man is more self-sufficing for this operation, seeing that he stands in little need 
of the help of external things in order to perform it. 


-——— — 
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Further. All other human operations seem to be ordered to this as to their end. For per- 
fect contemplation requires that the body should be disencumbered, and to this effect are 
directed all the products of art that are necessary for life. Moreover, it requires freedom 
from the disturbance caused by the passions, which is achieved by means of the moral 
virtues and of prudence; and freedom from external disturbance, to which the whole gov- 
ernance of the civil life is directed. So that, if we consider the matter rightly, we shall see 
that all human occupations appear to serve those who contemplate the truth. 

Now, it is not possible that man’s ultimate happiness consist in contemplation based 
on the understanding of first principles; for this is most imperfect, as being most univer- 
sal, containing potentially the knowledge of things. Moreover, it is the beginning and not 
the end of human inquiry, and comes to us from nature, and not through the pursuit of 
the truth. Nor does it consist in contemplation based on the sciences that have the lowest 
things for their object, since happiness must consist in an operation of the intellect in re- 
lation to the most noble intelligible objects. It follows then that man’s ultimate happiness 
consists in wisdom, based on the consideration of divine things. 

It is therefore evident also by way of induction that man’s ultimate happiness consists 
solely in the contemplation of God, which conclusion was proved above by arguments.” 
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* 7, THOMAS HOBBES 


Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) was an English philosopher who strongly influenced the devel- 
opment of modern thought. He explored the relationships among morality, self-interest, and 
the social order. 


Leviathan 


CHAPTER VI 


Of the Interior Beginnings of Voluntary Motions; 
Commonly Called the Passions; and the Speeches 
by Which They Are Expressed 


THERE be in animals, two sorts of motions peculiar to them: one called vital; begun in gen- 
eration, and continued without interruption through their whole life; such as are the course 
of the blood, the pulse, the breathing, the concoction, nutrition, excretion, &c., to which motions 
there needs no help of imagination: the other is animal motion, otherwise called voluntary 
motion; as to go, to speak, to move any of our limbs, in such manner as is first fancied in our 
minds. That sense is motion in the organs and interior parts of man’s body, caused by the 
action of the things we see, hear, &c.; and that fancy is but the relics of the same motion, 
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remaining after sense, has been already said in the first and second chapters. And because 
going, speaking, and the like voluntary motions, depend always upon a precedent thought 
of whither, which way, and what; it is evident, that the imagination is the first internal be- 
ginning of all voluntary motion. And although unstudied men do not conceive any mo- 
tion at all to be there, where the thing moved is invisible; or the space it is moved in is, 
for the shortness of it, insensible; yet that doth not hinder, but that such motions are. For 
let a space be never so little, that which is moved over a greater space, whereof that little 
one is part, must first be moved over that. These small beginnings of motion, within the 
body of man, before they appear in walking, speaking, striking, and other visible actions, 
are commonly called ENDEAVOUR. 

This endeavour, when it is toward something which causes it, is called APPETITE, or DE- 
SIRE; the latter, being the general name; and the other oftentimes restrained to signify the 
desire of food, namely unger and thirst. And when the endeavour is fromward something, 
it is generally called AVERSION. These words, appetite and aversion, we have from the Latins; 
and they both of them signify the motions, one of approaching, the other of retiring. So 
also do the Greek words for the same, which are OpUN and Goopyn. For nature itself does 
often press upon men those truths, which afterwards, when they look for somewhat be- 
yond nature, they stumble at. For the Schools find in mere appetite to go, or move, no ac- 
tual motion at all: but because some motion they must acknowledge, they call it 
metaphorical motion; which is but an absurd speech: for though words may be called 
metaphorical; bodies and motions can not. 

That which men desire, they are also said to LOVE: and to HATE those things for which 
they have aversion. So that desire and love are the same thing; save chat by desire, we al- 
ways signify the absence of the object; by love, most commonly the presence of the same. 
So also by aversion, we signify the absence; and by hate, the presence of the object. 

Of appetites and aversions, some are born with men: as appetite of food, appetite of ex- 
cretion, and exoneration, which may also and more properly be called aversions, from 
somewhat they feel in their bodies; and some other appetites, not many. The rest, which 
are appetites of particular things, proceed from experience, and trial of their effects upon 
themselves or other men. For of things we know not at all, or believe not to be, we can 
have no further desire, than to taste and try. But aversion we have for things, not only 
which we know have hurt us, but also that we do not know whether they will hurt us, or 
not. 

Those things which we neither desire, nor hate, we are said to contemn; CONTEMPT being 
nothing else but an immobility, or contumacy of the heart, in resisting the action of cer- 
tain things; and proceeding from that the heart is already moved otherwise, by other more 
potent objects; or from want of experience of them. 

And because the constitution of a man’s body is in continual mutation, it is impossi- 
ble that all the same things should always cause in him the same appetites, and aversions: 
mutch less can all men consent, in the desire of almost any one and the same object. 

But whatsoever is the object of any man’s appetite or desire, that is it which he for his 
part calleth good: and the object of his hate and aversion, ev7/; and of his contempt, v7/e and 
inconsiderable. For these words of good, evil, and contemptible, are ever used with relation 
to the person that useth them: there being nothing simply and absolutely so, nor any com- 
mon rule of good and evil, to be taken from the nature of the objects themselves; but from 
the person of the man, where there is no commonwealth; or, 1n a commonwealth, from the 
person that representeth it; or from an arbitrator or judge, whom men disagreeing shall 
by consent set up, and make his sentence the rule thereof. 

The Latin tongue has two words, whose significations approach to those of good and 
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evil; but are not precisely the same; and those are pulchrum and turpe. Whereof the former 
signifies that, which by some apparent signs promiseth good; and the latter, that which 
promiseth evil. But in our tongue we have not so general names to express them by. But 
for pulchrum we say in some things, fair; in others, beautiful, or handsome, or gallant, or hon- 
ourable, or comely, or amiable; and for turpe, foul, deformed, ugly, base, nauseous, and the like, 
as the subject shall require; all which words, in their proper places, signify nothing else 
but the men, or countenance, that promiseth good and evil. So that of good there be three 
kinds; good in the promise, that is pulchrum: good in effect, as the end desired, which is 
called jucundum, delightful: and good as the means, which is called wrile, profitable; and as 
many of evil: for evil in promise, is that they call turpe; evil in effect, and end, is molestum, 
unpleasant, troublesome; and evil in the means, inutile, unprofitable, hurtful. 

As, in sense, that which is really within us, is, as I have said before, only motion, caused 
by the action of external objects, but in appearance; to the sight, light and colour; to the 
ear, sound; to the nostril, odour, &c.: so, when the action of the same object is continued 
from the eyes, ears, and other organs to the heart, the real effect there is nothing but mo- 
tion, or endeavour; which consisteth in appetite, or aversion, to or from the object moving. 
But the appearance, or sense of that motion, is that we either call delight, or trouble of mind. 

This motion, which is called appetite, and for the appearance of it delight, and pleasure, 
seemeth to be a corroboration of vital motion, and a help thereunto; and therefore such 
things as caused delight, were not improperly called jucunda, a juvando, from helping or 
fortifying; and the contrary, molesta, offensive, from hindering, and troubling the motion 
vital. 

Pleasure therefore, or delight, is the appearance, or sense of good; and molestation, or dis- 
pleasure, the appearance, or sense of evil. And consequently all appetite, desire, and love, 
is accompanied with some delight more or less; and all hatred and aversion, with more or 
less displeasure and offence. 

Of pleasures or delights, some arise from the sense of an object present; and those may 
be called pleasures of sense: the word sensual, as it is used by those only that condemn them, 
having no place till there be laws. Of this kind are all onerations and exonerations of the 
body; as also all that is pleasant, in the sight, hearing, smell, taste, or touch. Others arise from 
the expectation, that proceeds from foresight of the end, or consequence of things; whether 
those things in the sense please or displease. And these are pleasures of the mind of him that 
draweth those consequences, and are generally called Joy. In the like manner, displeasures 
are some in the sense, and called PAIN; others in the expectation of consequences, and are 
called GRIEF. 

These simple passions called appetite, desire, love, aversion, hate, joy, and grief, have their 
names for divers considerations diversified. As first, when they one succeed another, they 
are diversely called from the opinion men have of the likelihood of attaining what they de- 
sire. Secondly, from the object loved or hated. Thirdly, from the consideration of many of 
them together. Fourthly, from the alteration or succession itself. 

For appetite, with an opinion of attaining, is called HOPE. 

The same, without such opinion, DESPAIR. 

Aversion, with opinion of HURT from the object, FEAR. 

The same, with hope of avoiding that hurt by resistance, COURAGE. 

Sudden courage, ANGER. 

Constant ope, CONFIDENCE of ourselves. 

Constant despair, DIFFIDENCE of ourselves. 

Anger for great hurt done to another, when we conceive the same to be done by injury, 
INDIGNATION. 
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Desire of good to another, BENEVOLENCE, GOOD WILL, CHARITY. If to man generally, 
GOOD NATURE. 
Desire of riches, COVETOUSNESS; a name used always in signification of blame; because 
men contending for them, are displeased with one another attaining them; though the de- 
sire in itself, be to be blamed, or allowed, according to the means by which these riches 
are sought. 

Desire of office, or precedence, AMBITION: a name used also in the worse sense, for the 
reason before mentioned. 

Desire of things that conduce but a little to our ends, and fear of things that are but of 
little hindrance, PUSILLANIMITY. 

Contempt of little helps and hindrances, MAGNANIMITY. 

Magnanimity, in danger of death or wounds, VALOUR, FORTITUDE. 

Magnanimity in the use of riches, LIBERALITY. 

Pusillanimity in the same, WRETCHEDNESS, MISERABLENESS, or PARSIMONY; as it is liked 
or disliked. 

Love of persons for society, KINDNESS. 

Love of persons for pleasing the sense only, NATURAL LUST. 

Love of the same, acquired from rumination, that is, imagination of pleasure past, LUX- 
URY. 

Love of one singularly, with desire to be singularly beloved, THE PASSION OF LOVE. The 
same, with fear that the love is not mutual, JEALOUSY. 

Desire, by doing hurt to another, to make him condemn some fact of his own, RE- 
VENGEFULNESS. 

Desire to know why, and how, CURIOSITY; such as is in no living creature but man: so 
that man is distinguished, not only by his reason, but also by this singular passion from 
other animals; in whom the appetite of food, and other pleasures of sense, by predomi- 
nance, take away the care of knowing causes; which is a lust of the mind, that by a perse- 
verance of delight in the continual and indefatigable generation of knowledge, exceedeth 
the short vehemence of any carnal pleasure. 

Fear of power invisible, feigned by the mind, or imagined from tales publicly allowed, 
RELIGION; not allowed, SUPERSTITION. And when the power imagined, is truly such as we 
imagine, TRUE RELIGION. 

Fear, without the apprehension of why, or what, PANIC, TERROR, called so from the fa- 
bles, that make Pan the author of them; whereas, in truth, there is always in him that so 
feareth, first, some apprehension of the cause, though the rest run away by example, every 
one supposing his fellow to know why. And therefore this passion happens to none but in 
a throng, or multitude of people. 

Joy, from apprehension of novelty, ADMIRATION; proper to man, because it excites the 
appetite of knowing the cause. 

Joy, arising from imagination of a man’s own power and ability, is that exultation of the 
mind which is called GLORYING: which if grounded upon the experience of his own former 
actions, is the same with confidence: but if grounded on the flattery of others; or only sup- 
posed by himself, for delight in the consequences of it, is called VAIN-GLORY: which name 
is properly given; because a well grounded confidence begetteth attempt; whereas the sup- 
posing of power does not, and is therefore rightly called vain. 

Grief, from opinion of want of power, is called DEJECTION of mind. 

The vain-glory which consisteth in the feigning or supposing of abilities in ourselves, 
which we know are not, is most incident to young men, and nourished by the histories, 
or fictions of gallant persons; and is corrected oftentimes by age, and employment. 
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Sudden glory, is the passion which maketh those grimaces called LAUGHTER; and is caused 
either by some sudden act of their own, that pleaseth them; or by the apprehension of some 
deformed thing in another, by comparison whereof they suddenly applaud themselves. 
And it is incident most to them, that are conscious of the fewest abilities in themselves; 
who are forced to keep themselves in their own favour, by observing the imperfections of 
other men. And therefore much laughter at the defects of others, is a sign of pusillanim- 
ity. For of great minds, one of the proper works is, to help and free others from scorn; and 
compare themselves only with the most able. 

On the contrary, sudden defection, is the passion that causeth WEEPING; and is caused by 
such accidents, as suddenly take away some vehement hope, or some prop of their power: 
and they are most subject to it, that rely principally on help external, such as are women, 
and children. Therefore some weep for the loss of friends; others for their unkindness; oth- 
ers for the sudden stop made to their thoughts of revenge, by reconciliation. But in all 
cases, both laughter, and weeping, are sudden motions; custom taking them both away. 
For no man laughs at old jests; or weeps for an old calamity. 

Grief, for the discovery of some defect of ability, is SHAME, or the passion that discov- 
ereth itself in BLUSHING; and consisteth in the apprehension of some thing dishonourable; 
and in young men, is a sign of the love of good reputation, and commendable: in old men 
it is a sign of the same; but because it comes too late, not commendable. 

The contempt of good reputation is called IMPUDENCE. 

Grief, for the calamity of another, is PITY; and ariseth from the imagination that the like 
calamity may befall himself; and therefore is called also COMPASSION, and in the phrase of 
this present time a FELLOW-FEELING: and therefore for calamity arriving from great wicked- 
ness, the best men have the least pity; and for the same calamity, those hate pity, that think 
themselves least obnoxious to the same. 

Contempt, or little sense of the calamity of others, is that which men call CRUELTY; pro- 
ceeding from security of their own fortune. For, that any man should take pleasure in other 
men’s great harms, without other end of his own, I do not conceive it possible. 

Grief, for the success of a competitor in wealth, honour, or other good, if it be joined, 
with endeavour to enforce our own abilities to equal or exceed him, is called EMULATION: 
but joined with endeavour to supplant, or hinder a competitor, ENVY. 

When in the mind of man, appetites, and aversions, hopes, and fears, concerning one 
and the same thing, arise alternately; and divers good and evil consequences of the doing, 
or omitting the thing propounded, come successively into our thoughts; so that sometimes 
we have an appetite to it; sometimes an aversion from it; sometimes hope to be able to do 
it; sometimes despair, or fear to attempt it; the whole sum of desires, aversions, hopes and 
fears continued till che thing be either done, or thought impossible, is that we call DELIB- 
ERATION. 

Therefore of things past, there is no deliberation; because manifestly impossible to be 
changed: nor of things known to be impossible, or thought so; because men know, or think 
such deliberation vain. But of things impossible, which we think possible, we may delib- 
erate; not knowing it is in vain. And it is called deliberation; because it is a putting an end 
to the /zberty we had of doing, or omitting, according to our own appetite, or aversion. 

This alternate succession of appetites, aversions, hopes and fears, is no less in other liv- 
ing creatures than in man: and therefore beasts also deliberate. 

Every deliberation is then said to end, when that whereof they deliberate, is either done, 
or thought impossible; because till then we retain the liberty of doing, or omitting; ac- 
cording to our appetite, or aversion. 

In deliberation, the last appetite, or aversion, immediately adhering to the action, or to 
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the omission thereof, is that we call the WILL; the act, not the faculty, of willing. And beasts 
that have deliberation, must necessarily also have wi//. The definition of the w2//. given com- 
monly by the Schools, that it is a rational appetite, is not good. For if it were, then could 
there be no voluntary act against reason. For a voluntary act is that, which proceedeth from 
the will, and no other. But if instead of a rational appetite, we shall say an appetite re- 
sulting from a precedent deliberation, then the definition is the same that I have given 
here. Will therefore zs the last appetite in deliberating. And though we say in common dis- 
course, a man had a will once to do a thing, that nevertheless he forebore to do; yet that 
is properly but an inclination, which makes no action voluntary; because the action de- 
pends not of it, but of the last inclination, or appetite. For if the intervenient appetites, 
make any action voluntary; then by the same reason all intervenient aversions, should 
make the same action involuntary; and so one and the same action, should be both volun- 
tary and involuntary. 

By this it is manifest, that not only actions that have their beginning from covetous- 
ness, ambition, lust, or other appetites to the thing propounded; but also those that have 
their beginning from aversion, or fear of those consequences that follow the omission, are 
voluntary actions. 

The forms of speech by which the passions are expressed, are partly the same, and partly 
different from those, by which we express our thoughts. And first, generally all passions 
may be expressed indicatively; as I love, I fear, I joy, I deliberate, I will, I command: but some 
of them have particular expressions by themselves, which nevertheless are not affirmations, 
unless it be when they serve to make other inferences, besides that of the passion they pro- 
ceed from. Deliberation is expressed sabjunctively; which is a speech proper to signify sup- 
positions, with their consequences is, ¿f this be done, then this will follow; and differs not from 
the language of reasoning, save that reasoning is in general words; but deliberation for the 
most part is of particulars. The language of desire, and aversion, is imperative; as do this, for- 
bear that; which when the party is obliged to do, or forbear, is command; otherwise prayer; 
or else counsel. The language of vain-glory, of indignation, pity and revengefulness, opta- 
tive: but of the desire to know, there is a peculiar expression, called znterrogative; as, what 
is it, when shall it, how is it done, and why so? other language of the passions I find none: for 
cursing, swearing, reviling, and the like, do not signify as speech; but as the actions of a 
tongue accustomed. 

These forms of speech, I say, are expressions, or voluntary significations of our passions: 
but certain signs they be not; because they may be used arbitrarily, whether they that use 
them, have such passions or not. The best signs of passions present, are either in the coun- 
tenance, motions of the body, actions, and ends, or aims, which we otherwise know the 
man to have. 

And because in deliberation, the appetites, and aversions, are raised by foresight of the 
good and evil consequences, and sequels of the action whereof we deliberate; the good or 
evil effect thereof dependeth on the foresight of a long chain of consequences, of which 
very seldom any man is able to see to the end. But for so far as a man seeth, if the good in 
those consequences be greater than the evil, the whole chain is that which writers call ap- 
parent, or seeming good. And contrarily, when the evil exceedeth the good, the whole is ap- 
parent, or seeming evil: so that he who hath by experience, or reason, the greatest and surest 
prospect of consequences, deliberates best himself; and is able when he will, to give the 
best counsel unto others. 

Continual success in obtaining those things which a man from time to time desireth, that 
is to say, Continual prospering, is that men call FELICITY; I mean the felicity of this life. For 
there is no such thing as perpetual tranquillity of mind, while we live here; because life 
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itself is but motion, and can never be without desire, nor without fear, no more than with- 
out sense. What kind of felicity God hath ordained to them that devoutly honour Him, a 
man shall no sooner know, than enjoy; being joys, that now are as incomprehensible, as 
the word of Schoolmen beatifical vision is unintelligible. 

The form of speech whereby men signify their opinion of the goodness of any thing, is 
PRAISE. That whereby they signify the power and greatness of any thing, is MAGNIFYING. 
And that whereby they signify the opinion they have of a man’s felicity, is by the Greeks 
called uaxaptouós, for which we have no name in our tongue. And thus much is suff- 
cient for the present purpose, to have been said of the PASSIONS. 


CHAPTER XI 


Of the Difference of Manners 


By MANNERS, I mean not here, decency of behaviour; as how one should salute another, or 
how a man should wash his mouth, or pick his teeth before company, and such other points 
of the small morals; but those qualities of mankind, that concern their living together in 
peace, and unity. To which end we are to consider, that the felicity of this life, consisteth 
not in the repose of a mind satisfied. For there is no such finis ultimus, utmost aim, nor sum- 
mum bonum, greatest good, as is spoken of in the books of the old moral philosophers. Nor 
can a man any more live, whose desires are at an end, than he, whose senses and imagina- 
tions are at a stand. Felicity is a continual progress of the desire, from one object to an- 
other; the attaining of the former, being still but the way to the latter. The cause whereof 
is, that the object of man’s desire, is not to enjoy once only, and for one instant of time; 
but to assure for ever, the way of his future desire. And therefore the voluntary actions, 
and inclinations of all men, tend, not only to the procuring, but also to the assuring of a 
contented life; and differ only in the way: which ariseth partly from the diversity of pas- 
sions, in divers men; and partly from the difference of the knowledge, or opinion each one 
has of the causes, which produce the effect desired. 

So that in the first place, I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and 
restless desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in death. And the cause of this, is not 
always that a man hopes for a more intensive delight, than he has already attained to; or 
that he cannot be content with a moderate power: but because he cannot assure the power 
and means to live well, which he hath present, without the acquisition of more. And from 
hence it is, that kings, whose power is greatest, turn their endeavours to the assuring it at 
home by laws, or abroad by wars: and when that is done, there succeedeth a new desire; in 
some, of fame from new conquest; in others, of ease and sensual pleasure; in others, of ad- 
miration, or being flattered for excellence in some art, or other ability of the mind. 

Competition of riches, honour, command, or other power, inclineth to contention, en- 
mity, and war: because the way of one competitor, to the attaining of his desire, is to kill, 
subdue, supplant, or repel the other. Particularly, competition of praise, inclineth to a rev- 
erence of antiquity. For men contend with the living, not with the dead; to these ascrib- 
ing more than due, that they may obscure the glory of the other. 

Desire of ease, and sensual delight, disposeth men to obey a common power: because 
by such desires, a man doth abandon the protection that might be hoped for from his own 
industry, and labour. Fear of death, and wounds, disposeth to the same; and for the same 
reason. On the contrary, needy men, and hardy, not contented with their present condi- 
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tion; as also, all men that are ambitious of military command, are inclined to continue the 
causes of war; and to stir up trouble and sedition: for there is no honour military but by 
war; not any such hope to mend an ill game, as by causing a new shuffle. 

Desire of knowledge, and arts of peace, inclineth men to obey a common power: for 
such desire, containeth a desire of leisure; and consequently protection from some other 
power than their own. 

Desire of praise, disposeth to laudable actions, such as please them whose judgment 
they value; for of those men whom we contemn, we contemn also the praises. Desire of 
fame after death does the same. And though after death, there be no sense of the praise 
given us on earth, as being joys, that are either swallowed up in the unspeakable joys 
of Heaven, or extinguished in the extreme torments of hell: yet is not such fame vain; 
because men have a present delight therein, from the foresight of it, and of the benefit 
that may redound thereby to their posterity; which though they now see not, yet they 
imagine; and any thing that is pleasure to the sense, the same also is pleasure in the 
imagination. 

To have received from one, to whom we think ourselves equal, greater benefits than 
there is hope to requite, disposeth to counterfeit love; but really secret hatred; and puts a 
man into the estate of a desperate debtor, that in declining the sight of his creditor, tac- 
itly wishes him there, where he might never see him more. For benefits oblige, and oblig- 
ation is thraldom; and unrequitable obligation perpetual thraldom; which is to one’s equal, 
hateful. But to have received benefits from one, whom we acknowledge for superior, in- 
clines to love; because the obligation is no new depression: and cheerful acceptation, which 
men call gratitude, is such an honour done to the obliger, as is taken generally for retribu- 
tion. Also to receive benefits, though from an equal, or inferior, as long as there is hope of 
requital, disposeth to love: for in the intention of the receiver, the obligation is of aid and 
service mutual; from whence proceedeth an emulation of who shall exceed in benefiting; 
the most noble and profitable contention possible; wherein the victor is pleased with his 
victory, and the other revenged by confessing it. 

To have done more hurt to a man, than he can, or is willing to expiate, inclineth the 
doer to hate the sufferer. For he must expect revenge, or forgiveness; both which are 
hateful. 

Fear of oppression, disposeth a man to anticipate, or to seek aid by society: for there is 
no other way by which a man can secure his life and liberty. Men that distrust their own 
subtlety, are, in tumult and sedition, better disposed for victory, than they that suppose 
themselves wise, or crafty. For these love to consult, the other, fearing to be circumvented, 
to strike first. And in sedition, men being always in the precincts of battle, to hold to- 
gether, and use all advantages of force, is a better stratagem, than any that can proceed 
from subtlety of wit. 

Vain-glorious men, such as without being conscious to themselves of great sufficiency, 
delight in supposing themselves gallant men, are inclined only to ostentation; but not to 
attempt: because when danger or difficulty appears, they look for nothing but to have their 
insufficiency discovered. 

Vain-glorious men, such as estimate their sufficiency by the flattery of other men, or 
the fortune of some precedent action, without assured ground of hope from the true knowl- 
edge of themselves, are inclined to rash engaging; and in the approach of danger, or diffi- 
culty, to retire if they can: because not seeing the way of safecy, they will rather hazard 
their honour, which may be salved with an excuse; than their lives, for which no salve is 
sufficient. 
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Men that have a strong opinion of their own wisdom in matter of government, are dis- 
posed to ambition. Because without public employment in council or magistracy, the 
honour of their wisdom is lost. And therefore eloquent speakers are inclined to ambition; 
for eloquence seemeth wisdom, both to themselves and others. 

Pusillanimity disposeth men to irresolution, and consequently to lose the occasions, and 
fittest opportunities of action. For after men have been in deliberation till the time of ac- 
tion approach, if it be not then manifest what is best to be done, it is a sign, the differ- 
ence of motives, the one way and the other, are not great: therefore not to resolve then, is 
to lose the occasion by weighing of trifles; which is pusillanimity. 

Frugality, though in poor men a virtue, maketh a man unapt to achieve such actions, 
as require the strength of many men at once: for it weakeneth their endeavour, which is 
to be nourished and kept in vigour by reward. 

Eloquence, with flattery, disposeth men to confide in them that have it; because the for- 
mer is seeming wisdom, the latter seeming kindness. Add to them military reputation, 
and it disposeth men to adhere, and subject themselves to those men that have them. The 
two former having given them caution against danger from him; the latter gives them cau- 
tion against danger from others. 

Want of science, that is, ignorance of causes, disposeth, or rather constraineth a man to 
rely on the advice, and authority of others. For all men whom the truth concerns, if they 
rely not on their own, must rely on the opinion of some other, whom they think wiser than 
themselves, and see not why he should deceive them. 

Ignorance of the signification of words, which is want of understanding, disposeth men 
to take on trust, not only the truth they know not; but also the errors; and which is more, 
the nonsense of them they trust: for neither error nor nonsense, can without a perfect un- 
derstanding of words, be detected. 

From the same it proceedeth, that men give different names, to one and the same thing, 
from the difference of their own passions: as they that approve a private opinion, call it 
opinion; but they that mislike it, heresy: and yet heresy signifies no more than private 
opinion; but has only a greater tincture of choler. 

From the same also it proceedeth, that men cannot distinguish, without study and great 
understanding, between one action of many men, and many actions of one multitude; as 
for example, between one action of all the senators of Rome in killing Cataline, and the 
many actions of a number of senators in killing Caesar; and therefore are disposed to take 
for the action of the people, that which is a multitude of actions done by a multitude of 
men, led perhaps by the persuasion of one. 

Ignorance of the causes, and original constitution of right, equity, law, and justice, dis- 
poseth a man to make custom and example the rule of his actions; in such manner, as to 
think that unjust which it hath been the custom to punish; and that just, of the impunity 
and approbation whereof they can produce an example, or, as the lawyers which only use 
this false measure of justice barbarously call it, a precedent; like little children, that have 
no other rule of good and evil manners, but the correction they receive from their parents 
and masters; save that children are constant to their rule, whereas, men are not so; because 
grown old, and stubborn, they appeal from custom to reason, and from reason to custom, 
as it serves their turn; receding from custom when their interest requires it, and setting 
themselves against reason, as oft as reason is against them: which is the cause, that the doc- 
trine of right and wrong, is perpetually disputed, both by the pen and the sword: whereas 
the doctrine of lines, and figures, is not so; because men care not, in that subject, what be 
truth, as a thing that crosses no man’s ambition, profit or lust. For I doubt not, but if it 
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had been a thing contrary to any man’s right of dominion, or to the interest of men that 
have dominion, that the three angles of a triangle, should be equal to two angles of a square: that 
doctrine should have been, if not disputed, yet by the burning of all books of geometry, 
suppressed, as far as he whom it concerned was able. 

Ignorance of remote causes, disposeth men to attribute all events, to the causes imme- 
diate, and instrumental: for these are all the causes they perceive. And hence it comes to 
pass, that in all places, men that are grieved with payments to the public, discharge their 
anger upon the publicans, that is to say, farmers, collectors, and other officers of the pub- 
lic revenue; and adhere to such as find fault with the public government; and thereby, 
when they have engaged themselves beyond hope of justification, fall also upon the 
supreme authority, for fear of punishment, or shame of receiving pardon. 

Ignorance of natural causes, disposeth a man to credulity, so as to believe many times 
impossibilities: for such know nothing to the contrary, but that they may be true; being 
unable to detect the impossibility. And credulity, because men like to be hearkened 
unto in company, disposeth them to lying: so that ignorance itself without malice, is 
able to make a man both to believe lies, and tell them; and sometimes also to invent 
them. 

Anxiety for the future time, disposeth men to inquire into the causes of things: because 
the knowledge of them, maketh men the better able to order the present to their best ad- 
vantage. 

Curiosity, or love of the knowledge of causes, draws a man from the consideration of 
the effect, to seek the cause; and again, the cause of that cause; till of necessity he must 
come to this thought at last, that there is some cause, whereof there is no former cause, 
but is eternal; which is it men call God. So that it is impossible to make any profound in- 
quiry into natural causes, without being inclined thereby to believe there is one God eter- 
nal; though they cannot have any idea of him in their mind, answerable to his nature. For 
as a man that is born blind, hearing men talk of warming themselves by the fire, and being 
brought to warm himself by the same, may easily conceive, and assure himself, there is 
somewhat there, which men call fire, and is the cause of the heat he feels; but cannot imag- 
ine what it is like; nor have an idea of it in his mind, such as they have that see it; so also 
by the visible things in this world, and their admirable order, a man may conceive there 
is a cause of them, which men call God; and yet not have an idea, or image of him in his 
mind. 

And they that make little, or no inquiry into the natural causes of things, yet from the 
fear that proceeds from the ignorance itself, of what it is that hath the power to do them 
much good or harm, are inclined to suppose, and feign unto themselves, several kinds of 
powers invisible; and to stand in awe of their own imaginations; and in time of distress to 
invoke them; as also in the time of an expected good success, to give them thanks; mak- 
ing the creatures of their own fancy, their gods. By which means it hath come to pass, that 
from the innumerable variety of fancy, men have created in the world innumerable sorts 
of gods. And this fear of things invisible, is the natural seed of that, which every onë in 
himself calleth religion; and in them that worship, or fear that power otherwise than they 
do, superstition. 

And this seed of religion, having been observed by many; some of those that have ob- 
served it, have been inclined thereby to nourish, dress, and form it into laws; and to add 
to it of their own invention, any opinion of the causes of future events, by which they 
thought they should be best able to govern others, and make unto themselves the great- 
est use of their powers. 
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CHAPTER XIII 


Of the Natural Condition of Mankind as Concerning 
Their Felicity, and Misery 


NATURE hath made men so equal, in the faculties of the body, and mind; as that though 
there be found one man sometimes manifestly stronger in body, or of quicker mind than 
another; yet when all is reckoned together, the difference between man, and man, is not 
so considerable, as that one man can thereupon claim to himself any benefit, to which an- 
other may not pretend, as well as he. For as to the strength of body, the weakest has 
strength enough to kill the strongest, either by secret machination, or by confederacy with 
others, that are in the same danger with himself. 

And as to the faculties of the mind, setting aside the arts grounded upon words, and 
especially that skill of proceeding upon general, and infallible rules, called science; which 
very few have, and but in few things; as being not a native faculty, born with us; nor at- 
tained, as prudence, while we look after somewhat else, I find yet a greater equality 
amongst men, than that of strength. For prudence, is but experience; which equal time, 
equally bestows on all men, in those things they equally apply themselves unto. That 
which may perhaps make such equality incredible, is but a vain conceit of one’s own wis- 
dom, which almost all men think they have in a greater degree, than the vulgar; that is, 
than all men but themselves, and a few others, whom by fame, or for concurring with 
themselves, they approve. For such is the nature of men, that howsoever they may ac- 
knowledge many others to be more witty, or more eloquent, or more learned; yet they will 
hardly believe there be many so wise as themselves; for they see their own wit at hand, and 
other men’s at a distance. But this proveth rather that men are in that point equal, than 
unequal. For there is not ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distribution of any thing, 
than that every man is contented with his share. 

From this equality of ability, ariseth equality of hope in the attaining of our ends. And 
therefore if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, 
they become enemies; and in the way to their end, which is principally their own conser- 
vation, and sometimes their delectation only, endeavour to destroy, or subdue one another. 
And from hence it comes to pass, that where an invader hath no more to fear, than another 
man’s single power; if one plant, sow, build, or possess a convenient seat, others may prob- 
ably be expected to come prepared with forces united, to dispossess, and deprive him, not 
only of the fruit of his labour, but also of his life, or liberty. And the invader again is in 
the like danger of another. 

And from this diffidence of one another, there is no way for any man to secure himself, 
so reasonable, as anticipation; that is, by force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men 
he can, so long, till he see no other power great enough to endanger him: and this is no 
more than his own conservation requireth, and is generally allowed. Also because there be 
some, that taking pleasure in contemplating their own power in the acts of conquest, 
which they pursue farther than their security requires; if others, that otherwise would be 
glad to be at ease within modest bounds, should not by invasion increase their power, they 
would not be able, long time, by standing only on their defence, to subsist. And by con- 
sequence, such augmentation of dominion over men being necessary to a man’s conserva- 
tion, it ought to be allowed him. 

Again, men have no pleasure, but on the contrary a great deal of grief, in keeping com- 
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pany, where there is no power able to over-awe them all. For every man looketh that his 
companion should value him, at the same rate he sets upon himself: and upon all signs of 
contempt, or undervaluing, naturally endeavours, as far as he dares, (which amongst them 
that have no common power to keep them in quiet, is far enough to make them destroy 
each other), to extort a greater value from his contemners, by damage; and from others, by 
the example. 

So that in the nature of man, we find three principal causes of quarrel. First, competi- 
tion; secondly, diffidence; thirdly, glory. 

The first, maketh man invade for gain; the second, for safety; and the third, for repu- 
tation. The first use violence, to make themselves masters of other men’s persons, wives, 
children, and cattle; the second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, as a word, a smile, 
a different opinion, and any other sign of undervalue, either direct in their persons, or by 
reflection in their kindred, their friends, their nation, their profession, or their name. 

Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men live without a common power to keep 
them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war: and such a war, as is of 
every man, against every man. For WAR, consisteth not in battle only, or the act of fight- 
ing; but in a tract of time, wherein the will to contend by battle is sufficiently known: and 
therefore the notion of time, is to be considered in the nature of war; as it is in the nature 
of weather. For as the nature of foul weather, lieth not in a shower or two of rain; but in 
an inclination thereto of many days together: so the nature of war, consisteth not in actual 
fighting; but in che known disposition thereto, during all the time there is no assurance 
to the contrary. All other time is PEACE. 

Whartsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every man is enemy to every 
man; the same is consequent to the time, wherein men live without other security, than 
what their own strength, and their own invention shall furnish them withal. In such con- 
dition, there is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and conse- 
quently no culture of the earth; no navigation nor use of the commodities that may be im- 
ported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving, and removing, such 
things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; 
no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of vio- 
lent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. 

It may seem strange to some man, that has not well weighed these things; that nature 
should thus dissociate, and render men apt to invade, and destroy one another: and he may 
therefore, not trusting to this inference, made from the passions, desire perhaps to have 
the same confirmed by experience. Let him therefore consider with himself, when taking 
a journey, he arms himself, and seeks to go well accompanied; when going to sleep, he 
locks his doors; when even in his house he locks his chests; and this when he knows there 
be laws, and public offices, armed, to revenge all injuries shall be done him; what opinion 
he has of his fellow-subjects, when he rides armed; of his fellow citizens, when he locks 
his doors; and of his children, and servants, when he locks his chests. Does he not there as 
much accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by my words? But neither of us accuse man’s 
nature in it. The desires, and other passions of man, are in themselves no sin. No more are 
the actions, that proceed from those passions, till they know a law that forbids them: 
which till laws be made they cannot know: nor can any law be made, till they have agreed 
upon the person that shall make it. 

It may peradventure be thought, there was never such a time, nor condition of war as 
this; and I believe it was never generally so, over all the world: but there are many places, 
where they live so now. For the savage people in many places of America, except the 
government of small families, the concord whereof dependeth on natural lust, have no 
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government at all; and live at this day in that brutish manner, as I said before. Howsoever, 
it may be perceived what manner of life there would be, where there were no common 
power to fear, by the manner of life, which men that have formerly lived under a peaceful 
government, use to degenerate into, in a civil war. 

But though there had never been any time, wherein particular men were in a condition 
of war one against another; yet in all times, kings, and persons of sovereign authority, be- 
cause of their independency, are in continual jealousies, and in the state and posture of 
gladiators; having their weapons pointing, and their eyes fixed on one another; that is, 
their forts, garrisons, and guns upon the frontiers of their kingdoms; and continual spies 
upon their neighbours; which is a posture of war. But because they uphold thereby, the in- 
dustry of their subjects; there does not follow from it, that misery, which accompanies the 
liberty of particular men. 

To this war of every man, against every man, this also is consequent; that nothing can 
be unjust. The notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice have there no place, where 
there is no common power, there is no law: where no law, no injustice. Force, and fraud, 
are in war the two cardinal virtues. Justice, and injustice are none of the faculties neither 
of the body, nor mind. If they were, they might be in a man that were alone in the world, 
as well as his senses, and passions. They are qualities, that relate to men in society, not in 
solitude. It is consequent also to the same condition, that there be no propriety, no do- 
minion, no mine and thine distinct; but only that to be every man’s, that he can get: and 
for so long, as he can keep it. And thus much for the ill condition, which man by mere 
nature is actually placed in; though with a possibility to come out of it, consisting partly 
in the passions, partly in his reason. 

The passions that incline men to peace, are fear of death; desire of such things as are 
necessary to commodious living; and a hope by their industry to obtain them. And reason 
suggesteth convenient articles of peace, upon which men may be drawn to agreement. 
These articles, are they, which otherwise are called the Laws of Nature: whereof I shall 
speak more particularly, in the two following chapters. 


CHAPTER XIV 


Of the First and Second Natural Laws, and of Contracts 


THE RIGHT OF NATURE, which writers commonly call jus naturale, is the liberty each man 
hath, to use his own power, as he will himself, for the preservation of his own nature; that 
is to say, of his own life; and consequently, of doing any thing, which in his own judg- 
ment, and reason, he shall conceive to be the aptest means thereunto. 

By LIBERTY, is understood, according to the proper signification of the word, the ab- 
sence of external impediments: which impediments, may oft take away part of a man’s 
power to do what he would; but cannot hinder him from using the power left him, ac- 
cording as his judgment, and reason shall dictate to him. 

A LAW OF NATURE, /ex naturalis, is a precept or general rule, found out by reason, by 
which a man is forbidden to do that, which is destructive of his life, or taketh away the 
means of preserving the same; and to omit that, by which he thinketh it may be best pre- 
served. For though they that speak of this subject, use to confound jus, and lex, right and 
law: yet they ought to be distinguished; because RIGHT, consisteth in liberty to do, or to 
forbear: whereas LAW, determineth, and bindeth to one of them: so that law, and right, dif- 
fer as much, as obligation, and liberty; which in one and the same matter are inconsistent. 
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And because the condition of man, as hath been declared in the precedent chapter, is a 
condition of war of every one against every one; in which case every one is governed by his 
own reason; and there is nothing he can make use of, that may not be a help unto him, in 
preserving his life against his enemies; it followeth, that in such a condition, every man 
has a right to every thing; even to one another’s body. And therefore, as long as this natu- 
ral right of every man to every thing endureth, there can be no security to any man, how 
strong or wise soever he be, of living out the time, which nature ordinarily alloweth men 
to live. And consequently it is a precept, or general rule of reason, that every man, ought to 
endeavour peace, as far as he has hope of obtaining it; and when he cannot obtain it, that he may 
seek, and use, all helps, and advantages of war. The first branch of which rule, containeth the 
first, and fundamental law of nature; which is, to seek peace, and follow it. The second, the 
sum of the right of nature; which is, by all means we can, to defend ourselves. 

From this fundamental law of nature, by which men are commanded to endeavour 
peace, is derived this second law; that a man be willing, when others are so too, as far-forth, as 
for peace, and defence of himself, he shall think it necessary, to lay down this right to all things; and 
be contented with so much liberty against other men; as he would allow other men against himself. 
For as long as every man holdeth this right, of doing any thing he liketh; so long are all 
men in the condition of war. But if other men will not lay down their right, as well as he; 
then there is no reason for any one, to divest himself of his: for that were to expose him- 
self to prey, which no man is bound to, rather than to dispose himself to peace. This is that 
law of the Gospel; whatsoever you require that others should do to you. that do yet to them. And 
that law of all men, quod tibi fieri non vis, alteri ne feceris. 

To lay down a man’s right to any thing, is to divest himself of the /zberty, of hindering an- 
other of the benefit of his own right to the same. For he that renounceth, or passeth away 
his right, giveth not to any other man a right which he had not before; because there is 
nothing to which every man had not right by nature: but only standeth out of his way, 
that he may enjoy his own original right, without hindrance from him; not without hin- 
drance from another. So that the effect which redoundeth to one man, by another man’s 
defect of right, is but so much diminution of impediments to the use of his own right 
original. Right is laid aside, either by simply renouncing it; or by transferring it to an- 
other. By simply RENOUNCING; when he cares not to whom the benefit thereof redoundeth. 
By TRANSFERRING; when he intendeth the benefit thereof to some certain person, or per- 
sons. And when a man hath in either manner abandoned, or granted away his right; then 
he is said to be OBLIGED, or BOUND, not to hinder those, to whom such right is granted, 
or abandoned, from the benefit of it: and that he ought, and it is his DUTY, not to make 
void that voluntary act of his own: and that such hindrance is INJUSTICE, and INJURY, as 
being sine jure; the right being before renounced, or transferred. So that injury, or injustice, 
in the controversies of the world, is somewhat like to that, which in the disputations of 
scholars is called absurdity. For as it is there called an absurdity, to contradict what one 
maintained in the beginning: so in the world, it is called injustice, and injury, voluntar- 
ily to undo that, which from the beginning he had voluntarily done. The way by which a 
man either simply renounceth, or transferreth his right, is a declaration, or signification, 
by some voluntary and sufficient sign, or signs, that he doth so renounce, or transfer; or 
hath so renounced, or transferred the same, to him that accepteth it. And these signs are 
either words only, or actions only; or, as it happeneth most often, both words, and actions. 
And the same are the BONDS, by which men are bound, and obliged: bonds, that have their 
strength, not from their own nature, for nothing is more easily broken than a man’s word, 
but from fear of some evil consequences upon the rupture. 

Whensoever, a man transferreth his right, or renounceth it; it is either in consideration 
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of some right reciprocally transferred to himself; or for some other good he hopeth for 
thereby. For it is a voluntary act: and of the voluntary acts of every man, the object is some 
good to himself. And therefore there be some rights, which no man can be understood by 
any words, or other signs, to have abandoned, or transferred. As first a man cannot lay 
down the right of resisting them, that assault him by force, to take away his life; because 
he cannot be understood to aim thereby, at any good to himself. The same may be said of 
wounds, and chains, and imprisonment; both because there is no benefit consequent to 
such patience; as there is to the patience of suffering another to be wounded, or impris- 
oned: as also because a man cannot tell, when he seeth men proceed against him by vio- 
lence, whether they intend his death or not. And lastly the motive, and end for which this 
renouncing, and transferring of right is introduced, is nothing else but the security of a 
man’s person, in his life, and in the means of so preserving life, as not to be weary of it. 
And therefore if a man by words, or other signs, seem to despoil himself of the end, for 
which those signs were intended; he is not to be understood as if he meant it, or that it 
was his will; but that he was ignorant of how such words and actions were to be inter- 
preted. 

The mutual transferring of right, is that which men call CONTRACT. 

There is difference between transferring of right to the thing; and transferring, or tra- 
dition, that is delivery of the thing itself. For the thing may be delivered together with 
the translation of the right; as in buying and selling with ready-money; or exchange of 
goods, or lands: and it may be delivered some time after. 

Again, one of the contractors, may deliver the thing contracted for on his part, and leave 
the other to perform his part at some determinate time after, and in the mean time be 
trusted; and then the contract on his part, is called PACT, or COVENANT: or both parts may 
contract now, to perform hereafter: in which cases, he that is to perform in time to come, 
being trusted, his performance is called keeping of promise, or faith; and the failing of per- 
formance, if it be voluntary, vzolation of faith. 

When the transferring of right, is not mutual: but one of the parties transferreth, in 
hope to gain thereby friendship, or service from another, or from his friends; or in hope to 
gain the reputation of charity, or magnanimity; or to deliver his mind from the pain of 
compassion; or in hope of reward in heaven; this is not contract, but GIFT, FREE-GIFT, 
GRACE: which words signify one and the same thing. 

Signs of contract, are either express, or by inference. Express, are words spoken with un- 
derstanding of what they signify: and such words are either of the time present, or past; as, 
I give, I grant, I have given, I have granted, I will that this be yours: or of the future; as I will 
give, I will grant: which words of the future are called PROMISE. 

Signs by inference, are sometimes the consequence of words; sometimes the conse- 
quence of silence; sometimes the consequence of actions; sometimes the consequence of 
forbearing an action: and generally a sign by inference, of any contract, is whatsoever suf- 
ficiently argues the will of the contractor. 

Words alone, if they be of the time to come, and contain a bare promise, are an insuffi- 
cient sign of a free-gift, and therefore not obligatory. For if they be of the time to come, as 
to-morrow I will give, they are a sign I have not given yet, and consequently that my right is 
not transferred, but remaineth till I transfer it by some other act. But if the words be 
of the time present, or past, as, I have given, or, do give to be delivered to-morrow, then 1s my to- 
morrow’s right given away to-day; and that by the virtue of the words, though there were 
no other argument of my will. And there is a great difference in the signification of these 
words, volo hoc tuum esse cras, and cras dabo; that is, between I will that this be thine to-morrow, 
and, I will give it thee to-morrow: for the word I will, in the former manner of speech, signi- 
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fies an act of the will present; but in the latter, it signifies a promise of an act of the will to 
come: and therefore the former words, being of the present, transfer a future right; the lat- 
ter, that be of the future, transfer nothing. But if there be other signs of the will to trans- 
fer a right, besides words; then, though the gift be free, yet may the right be understood 
to pass by words of the future: as ifa man propound a prize to him that comes first to the 
end of a race, the gift is free; and though the words be of the future, yet the right passeth: 
for if he would not have his words so be understood, he should not have let them run. 

In contracts, the right passeth, not only where the words are of the time present, or 
past, but also where they are of the future: because all contract is mutual translation, or 
change of right; and therefore he that promiseth only, because he hath already received the 
benefit for which he promiseth, is to be understood as if he intended the right should pass: 
for unless he had been content to have his words so understood, the other would not have 
performed his part first. And for that cause, in buying, and selling, and other acts of con- 
tract, a promise is equivalent to a covenant; and therefore obligatory. 

He that performeth first in the case of a contract, is said to MERIT that which he is to 
receive by the performance of the other; and he hath it as dve. Also when a prize is pro- 
pounded to many, which is to be given to him only that winneth; or money is thrown 
amongst many, to be enjoyed by them that catch it; though this be a free gift; yet so to 
win, or so to catch, is to merit, and to have it as DUE. For the right is transferred in the pro- 
pounding of the prize, and in throwing down the money; though it be not determined to 
whom, but by the event of the contention. But there is between these two sorts of merit, 
this difference, that in contract, I merit by virtue of my own power, and the contractor's 
need; but in this case of free gift, Iam enabled to merit only by the benignity of the giver: 
in contract, I merit at the contractor's hand that he should depart with his right; in the 
case of gift, I merit not that the giver should part with his right; but chat when he has 
parted with it, it should be mine, rather than another’s. And this I think to be the mean- 
ing of that distinction of the Schools, between meritum congrui, and meritum condigni. For 
God Almighty, having promised Paradise to those men, hoodwinked with carnal desires, 
that can walk through this world according to the precepts, and limits prescribed by him; 
they say, he that shall so walk, shall merit Paradise ex congruo. But because no man can de- 
mand a right to it, by his own righteousness, or any other power in himself, but by the 
free grace of God only; they say, no man can merit Paradise ex condigno. This I say, I think 
is the meaning of that distinction; but because disputers do not agree upon the significa- 
tion of their own terms of art, longer than it serves their turn; I will not affirm any thing 
of their meaning: only this I say; when a gift is given indefinitely, as a prize to be con- 
tended for, he that winneth meriteth, and may claim the prize as due. 

If a covenant be made, wherein neither of the parties perform presently, but trust one 
another; in the condition of mere nature, which is a condition of war of every man against 
every man, upon any reasonable suspicion, it is void: but if there be a common power set 
over them both, with right and force sufficient to compel performance, it is not void. For 
he that performeth first, has no assurance the other will perform after; because the bonds 
of words are too weak to bridle men’s ambition, avarice, anger, and other passions, with- 
out the fear of some coercive power; which in the condition of mere nature, where all men 
are equal, and judges of the justness of their own fears, cannot possibly be supposed. And 
therefore he which performeth first, does but betray himself to his enemy; contrary to the 
right, he can never abandon, of defending his life, and means of living. 

But in a civil estate, where there is a power set up to constrain those that would oth- 
erwise violate their faith, that fear is no more reasonable; and for that cause, he which by 
the covenant is to perform first, is obliged so to do. 
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The cause of fear, which maketh such a covenant invalid, must be always something 
arising after the covenant made; as some new fact, or other sign of the will not to perform: 
else it cannot make the covenant void. For that which could not hinder a man from promis- 
ing, ought not to be admitted as a hindrance of performing. 

He that transferreth any right, transferreth the means of enjoying it, as far as lieth in 
his power. As he that selleth land, is understood to transfer the herbage, and whatsoever 
grows upon it: nor can he that sells a mill turn away the stream that drives it. And they 
that give to a man the right of government in sovereignty, are understood to give him the 
right of levying money to maintain soldiers; and of appointing magistrates for the ad- 
ministration of justice. 

To make covenants with brute beasts, is impossible; because not understanding our 
speech, they understand not, nor accept of any translation of right; nor can translate any 
right to another: and without mutual acceptance, there is no covenant. 

To make covenant with God, is impossible, but by mediation of such as God speaketh 
to, either by revelation supernatural, or by his lieutenants that govern under him, and in 
his name: for otherwise we know not whether our covenants be accepted, or not. And 
therefore they that vow anything contrary to any law of nature, vow in vain; as being a 
thing unjust to pay such vow. And if it be a thing commanded by the law of nature, it is 
not the vow, but the law that binds them. 

The matter, or subject of a covenant, is always something that falleth under delibera- 
tion; for to covenant, is an act of the will; that is to say, an act, and the last act of delib- 
eration; and is therefore always understood to be something to come; and which is judged 
possible for him that covenanteth, to perform. 

And therefore, to promise that which is known to be impossible, is no covenant. But 
if that prove impossible afterwards, which before was thought possible, the covenant is 
valid, and bindeth, though not to the thing itself, yet to the value; or, if that also be im- 
possible, to the unfeigned endeavour of performing as much as is possible: for to more no 
man can be obliged. 

Men are freed of their covenants two ways; by performing; or by being forgiven. For 
performance, is the natural end of obligation; and forgiveness, the restitution of liberty; as 
being a retransferring of that right, in which the obligation consisted. 

Covenants entered into by fear, in the condition of mere nature, are obligatory. For ex- 
ample, if I covenant to pay a ransom, or service for my life, to an enemy; I am bound by 
it: for it is a contract, wherein one receiveth the benefit of life; the other is to receive money, 
or service for it; and consequently, where no other law, as in the condition of mere nature, 
forbiddeth the performance, the covenant is valid. Therefore prisoners of war, if trusted 
with the payment of their ransom, are obliged to pay it: and if a weaker prince, make a 
disadvantageous peace with a stronger, for fear; he is bound to keep it; unless, as hath been 
said before, there ariseth some new, and just cause of fear, to renew the war. And even in 
commonwealth, if I be forced to redeem myself from a thief by promising him money, I 
am bound to pay it, till the civil law discharge me. For whatsoever I may lawfully do with- 
out obligation, the same I may lawfully covenant to do through fear: and what I lawfully 
covenant, I cannot lawfully break. 

A former covenant, makes void a later. For a man that hath passed away his right to 
one man, to-day, hath it not to pass to-morrow to another: and therefore the later promise 
passeth no right, but is null. 

A covenant not to defend myself from force, by force, is always void. For, as I have 
showed before, no man can transfer, or lay down his right to save himself from death, 
wounds, and imprisonment, the avoiding whereof is the only end of laying down any right; 
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and therefore the promise of not resisting force, in no covenant transferreth any right; nor 
is obliging. For though a man may covenant thus, unless I do so, or so, kill me; he cannot 
covenant thus, wn/ess I do so, or so, I will not resist you, when you come to kill me. For man by 
nature chooseth the lesser evil, which is danger of death in resisting; rather than the 
greater, which is certain and present death in not resisting. And this is granted to be true 
by all men, in chat they lead criminals to execution, and prison, with armed men, notwith- 
standing that such criminals have consented to the law, by which they are condemned. 

A covenant to accuse oneself, without assurance of pardon, is likewise invalid. For in 
the condition of nature, where every man is judge, there is no place for accusation: and in 
the civil state, the accusation is followed with punishment; which being force, a man is 
not obliged not to resist. The same is also true, of the accusation of those, by whose con- 
demnation a man falls into misery; as of a father, wife, or benefactor. For the testimony of 
such an accuser, if it be not willingly given, is presumed to be corrupted by nature; and 
therefore not to be received: and where a man’s testimony is not to be credited, he is not 
bound to give it. Also accusations upon torture, are not to be reputed as testimonies. For 
torture is to be used but as means of conjecture, and light, in the further examination, and 
search of truth: and what is in that case confessed, tendeth to the ease of him that is tor- 
tured; not to the informing of the torturers: and therefore ought not to have the credit of 
a sufficient testimony: for whether he deliver himself by true, or false accusation, he does 
it by the right of preserving his own life. 

The force of words, being, as I have formerly noted, too weak to hold men to the perfor- 
mance of their covenants; there are in man’s nature, but two imaginable helps to strengthen 
it. And those are either a fear of the consequence of breaking their word; or a glory, or pride 
in appearing not to need to break it. This latter is a generosity too rarely found to be pre- 
sumed on, especially in the pursuers of wealth, command, or sensual pleasure; which are the 
greatest part of mankind. The passion to be reckoned upon, is fear; whereof there be two very 
general objects: one, the power of spirits invisible; the other, the power of those men they 
shall therein offend. Of these two, though the former be the greater power, yet the fear of 
the latter is commonly the greater fear. The fear of the former is in every man, his own reli- 
gion: which hath place in the nature of man before civil society. The latter hath not so; at 
least not place enough, to keep men to their promises; because in the condition of mere na- 
ture, the inequality of power is not discerned, but by the event of battle. So that before the 
time of civil society, or in the interruption thereof by war, there is nothing can strengthen a 
covenant of peace agreed on, against the temptations of avarice, ambition, lust, or other 
strong desire, but the fear of that invisible power, which they every one worship as God; and 
fear as a revenger of their perfidy. All therefore that can be done between two men not sub- 
ject to civil power, is to put one another to swear by the God he feareth: which swearing, or 
OATH, is a form of speech, added to a promise; by which he that promiseth, signifieth, that unless he per- 
form, he renounceth the mercy of his God, or calleth to him for vengeance on himself. Such was the hea- 
then form, Let Jupiter ill me else, as I Rill this beast. So is our form, | shall do thus, and thus, so 
help me God. And this, with the rites and ceremonies, which every one useth in his own reli- 
gion, that the fear of breaking faith might be the greater. 

By this it appears, that an oath taken according to any other form, or rite, than his, that 
sweareth, is in vain; and no oath: and that there is no swearing by any thing which the 
swearer thinks not God. For though men have sometimes used to swear by cheir kings for 
fear, or flattery; yet they would have it thereby understood, they attributed to them divine 
honour. And that swearing unnecessarily by God, is but profaning of his name: and swear- 
ing by other things, as men do in common discourse, is not swearing, but an impious cus- 
tom, gotten by too much vehemence of talking. 
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It appears also, that the oath adds nothing to the obligation. For a covenant, if lawful, 
binds in the sight of God, without the oath, as much as with it: if unlawful, bindeth not 
at all; though it be confirmed with an oath. 


CHAPTER XV 


Of Other Laws of Nature 


FROM that law of nature, by which we are obliged to transfer to another, such rights, as 
being retained, hinder the peace of mankind, there followeth a third; which is this, that 
men perform their covenants made: without which, covenants are in vain, and but empty words; 
and the right of all men to all things remaining, we are still in the condition of war. 

And in this law of nature, consisteth the fountain and original of JUSTICE. For where no 
covenant hath preceded, there hath no right been transferred, and every man has right to 
every thing; and consequently, no action can be unjust. But when a covenant is made, then 
to break it is unjust: and the definition of INJUSTICE, is no other than the not performance of 
covenant. And whatsoever is not unjust, is just. 

But because covenants of mutual trust, where there is a fear of not performance on ei- 
ther part, as hath been said in the former chapter, are invalid; though the original of jus- 
tice be the making of covenants; yet injustice actually there can be none, till the cause of 
such fear be taken away; which while men are in the natural condition of war, cannot be 
done. Therefore before the names of just, and unjust can have place, there must be some 
coercive power, to compel men equally to the performance of their covenants, by the ter- 
ror of some punishment, greater than the benefit they expect by the breach of their 
covenant; and to make good that propriety, which by mutual contract men acquire, in rec- 
ompense of the universal right they abandon: and such power there is none before the erec- 
tion of a commonwealth. And this is also to be gathered out of the ordinary definition of 
justice in the Schools: for they say, that justice is the constant will of giving to every man his 
own. And therefore where there is no own, that is no propriety, there is no injustice; and 
where there is no coercive power erected, that is, where there is no commonwealth, there 
is no propriety; all men having right to all things: therefore where there is no common- 
wealth, there nothing is unjust. So that the nature of justice, consisteth in keeping of valid 
covenants: but the validity of covenants begins not but with the constitution of a civil 
power, sufficient to compel men to keep them: and then it is also that propriety begins. 

The fool hath said in his heart, there is no such thing as justice; and sometimes also 
with his tongue; seriously alleging, that every man’s conservation, and contentment, being 
committed to his own care, there could be no reason, why every man might not do what 
he thought conduced thereunto: and therefore also to make, or not make; keep, or not keep 
covenants, was not against reason, when it conduced to one’s benefit. He does not therein 
deny, that there be covenants; and that they are sometimes broken, sometimes kept; and 
that such breach of them may be called injustice, and the observance of them justice: but 
he questioneth, whether injustice, taking away the fear of God, for the same fool hath said 
in his heart there is no God, may not sometimes stand with that reason, which dictateth 
to every man his own good; and particularly then, when it conduceth to such a benefit, as 
shall put a man in a condition, to neglect not only the dispraise, and revilings, but also 
the power of other men. The kingdom of God is gotten by violence: but what if it could 
be gotten by unjust violence? were it against reason so to get it, when it is impossible to 
receive hurt by it? and if it be not against reason, it is not against justice; or else justice 
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is not to be approved for good. From such reasoning as this, successful wickedness hath 
obtained the name of virtue: and some that in all other things have disallowed the viola- 
tion of faith; yet have allowed it, when it is for the getting of a kingdom. And the hea- 
then that believed, that Saturn was deposed by his son Jupiter, believed nevertheless the 
same Jupiter to be the avenger of injustice: somewhat like to a piece of a law in Coke’s 
Commentaries on Littleton; where he says, if the right heir of the crown be attainted of trea- 
son; yet the crown shall descend to him, and eo znstante the attainder be void: from which 
instances a man will be very prone to infer; that when the heir apparent of a kingdom, 
shall kill him that is in possession, though his father; you may call it injustice, or by what 
other name you will; yet it can never be against reason, seeing all the voluntary actions of 
men tend to the benefit of themselves; and those actions are most reasonable, that conduce 
most to their ends. This specious reasoning is nevertheless false. 

For the question is not of promises mutual, where there is no security of performance 
on either side; as when there is no civil power erected over the parties promising; for such 
promises are no covenants; but either where one of the parties has performed already; or 
where there is a power to make him perform; there is the question whether it be against 
reason, that is, against the benefit of the other to perform, or not. And I say it is not against 
reason. For the manifestation whereof, we are to consider; first, that when a man doth a 
thing, which notwithstanding any thing can be foreseen, and reckoned on, tendeth to his 
own destruction, howsoever some accident which he could not expect, arriving may turn 
it to his benefit; yet such events do not make it reasonably or wisely done. Secondly, that 
in a condition of war, wherein every man to every man, for want of a common power to 
keep them all in awe, is an enemy, there is no man who can hope by his own strength, or 
wit, to defend himself from destruction, without the help of confederates; where every one 
expects the same defence by the confederation, that any one else does: and therefore he 
which declares he thinks it reason to deceive those that help him, can in reason expect no 
other means of safety, than what can be had from his own single power. He therefore that 
breaketh his covenant, and consequently declareth that he thinks he may with reason do 
so, cannot be received into any society, that unite themselves for peace and defence, but 
by the error of them that receive him; nor when he is received, but retained in it, without 
seeing the danger of their error; which errors a man cannot reasonably reckon upon as the 
means of his security: and therefore if he be left, or cast out of society, he perisheth; and if 
he live in society, it is by the errors of other men, which he could not foresee, nor reckon 
upon; and consequently against the reason of his preservation; and so, as all men that con- 
tribute not to his destruction, forbear him only out of ignorance of what is good for them- 
selves. 

As for the instance of gaining the secure and perpetual felicity of heaven, by any way; 
it is frivolous: there being but one way imaginable; and that is not breaking, but keeping 
of covenant. 

And for the other instance of attaining sovereignty by rebellion; it is manifest, that 
though the event follow, yet because it cannot reasonably be expected, but rather the con- 
trary; and because by gaining it so, others are taught to gain the same in like manner, the 
attempt thereof is against reason. Justice therefore, that is to say, keeping of covenant, is 
a rule of reason, by which we are forbidden to do any thing destructive to our life; and 
consequently a law of nature. 

There be some that proceed further; and will not have the law of nature, to be those 
rules which conduce to the preservation of man’s life on earth; but to the attaining of an 
eternal felicity after death; to which they think the breach of covenant may conduce; and 
consequently be just and reasonable; such are they that think it a work of merit to kill, or 
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depose, or rebel against, the sovereign power constituted over them by their own consent. 
But because there is no natural knowledge of man’s estate after death, much less of the re- 
ward that is then to be given to breach of faith; but only a belief grounded upon other 
men’s saying, that they know it supernaturally, or that they know those, that knew them, 
that knew others, that knew it supernaturally; breach of faith cannot be called a precept 
of reason, or nature. 

Others, that allow for a law of nature, the keeping of faith, do nevertheless make ex- 
ception of certain persons; as heretics, and such as use not to perform their covenant to 
others: and this also is against reason. For if any fault of a man, be sufficient to discharge 
our covenant made; the same ought in reason to have been sufficient to have hindered the 
making of it. 

The names of just, and unjust, when they are attributed to men, signify one thing; and 
when they are attributed to actions, another. When they are attributed to men, they sig- 
nify conformity, or inconformity of manners, to reason. But when they are attributed to 
actions, they signify the conformity, or inconformity to reason, not of manners, or manner 
of life, but of particular actions. A just man therefore, is he that taketh all the care he can, 
that his actions may be all just: and an unjust man, is he that neglecteth it. And such men 
are more often in our language styled by the names of righteous, and unrighteous; than 
just, and unjust; though the meaning be the same. Therefore a righteous man, does not 
lose that title, by one, or a few unjust actions, that proceed from sudden passion, or mis- 
take of things, or persons: nor does an unrighteous man, lose his character, for such ac- 
tions, as he does, or forbears to do, for fear: because his will is not framed by the justice, 
but by the apparent benefit of what he is to do. That which gives to human actions the 
relish of justice, is a certain nobleness or gallantness of courage, rarely found, by which a 
man scorns to be beholden for the contentment of his life, to fraud, or breach of promise. 
This justice of the manners, is that which is meant, where justice is called a virtue; and 
injustice a vice. 

But the justice of actions denominates men, not just, but gwé/tless: and the injustice of 
the same, which is also called injury, gives them but the name of guilty. 

Again, the injustice of manners, is the disposition, or aptitude to do injury; and is in- 
justice before it proceed to act; and without supposing any individual person injured. But 
the injustice of an action, that is to say injury, supposeth an individual person injured; 
namely him, to whom the covenant was made: and therefore many times the injury is re- 
ceived by one man, when the damage redoundeth to another. As when the master com- 
mandeth his servant to give money to a stranger; if it be not done, the injury is done to 
the master, whom he had before covenanted to obey; but the damage redoundeth to the 
stranger, to whom he had no obligation; and therefore could not injure him. And so also 
in commonwealths, private men may remit to one another their debts; but not robberies 
or other violences, whereby they are endamaged; because the detaining of debt, is in in- 
jury to themselves; but robbery and violence, are injuries to the person of the common- 
wealth. 

Whatsoever is done to a man, conformable to his own will signified to the doer, is no 
injury to him. For if he that doeth it, hath not passed away his original right to do what 
he please, by some antecedent covenant, there is no breach of covenant; and therefore no 
injury done him. And if he have; then his will to have it done being signified, is a release 
of that covenant: and so again there is no injury done him. 

Justice of actions, is by writers divided into commutative, and distributive: and the for- 
mer they say consisteth in proportion arithmetical; the latter in proportion geometri- 
cal. Commutative therefore, they place in the equality of value of the things contracted 
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for; and distributive, in the distribution of equal benefit, to men of equal merit. As if 
it were injustice to sell dearer than we buy; or to give more to a man than he merits. 
The value of all things contracted for, is measured by the appetite of the contractors: 
and therefore the just value, is that which they be contented to give. And merit (be- 
sides that which is by covenant, where the performance on one part, meriteth the per- 
formance of the other part, and falls under justice commutative, not distributive) is not 
due by justice; but is rewarded of grace only. And therefore this distinction, in the sense 
wherein it useth to be expounded, is not right. To speak properly, commutative justice, 
is the justice, of a contractor; that is, a performance of covenant, in buying, and sell- 
ing; hiring, and letting to hire; lending, and borrowing; exchanging, bartering, and 
other acts of contract. 

And distributive justice, the justice of an arbitrator; that is to say, the act of defining 
what is just. Wherein, being trusted by them that make him arbitrator, if he performs his 
trust, he is said to distribute to every man his own: and this is indeed just distribution, 
and may be called, though improperly, distributive justice; but more properly equity; 
which also is a law of nature, as shall be shown in due place. 

As justice dependeth on antecedent covenant; so does GRATITUDE depend on antecedent 
grace; that is to say, antecedent free gift: and is the fourth law of nature; which may be 
conceived in this form, that a man which receiveth benefit from another of mere grace, endeavour 
that he which giveth it, have no reasonable cause to repent him of his good will. For no man giveth, 
but with intention of good to himself; because gift is voluntary; and of all voluntary acts, 
the object is to every man his own good; of which if men see they shall be frustrated, there 
will be no beginning of benevolence, or trust; nor consequently of mutual help; nor of rec- 
onciliation of one man to another; and therefore they are to remain still in the condition 
of war; which is contrary to the first and fundamental law of nature, which commandeth 
men to seek peace. The breach of this law, is called ingratitude; and hath the same relation 
to grace, that injustice hath to obligation by covenant. 

A fifth law of nature, is COMPLAISANCE; that is to say, that every man strive to accommodate 
himself to the rest. For the understanding whereof, we may consider, that there is in men’s 
aptness to society, a diversity of nature, rising from their diversity of affections; not unlike 
to that we see in stones brought together for building of an edifice. For as that stone which 
by the asperity, and irregularity of figure, takes more room from others, than itself fills; 
and for the hardness, cannot be easily made plain, and thereby hindereth the building, is 
by the builders cast away as unprofitable, and troublesome: so also, a man that by asper- 
ity of nature, will strive to retain those things which to himself are superfluous, and to 
others necessary; and for the stubbornness of his passions, cannot be corrected, is to be left, 
or cast out of society, as cumbersome thereunto. For seeing every man, not only by right, 
but also by necessity of nature, is supposed to endeavour all he can, to obtain that which 
is necessary for his conservation; he that shall oppose himself against it, for things super- 
fluous, is guilty of the war that thereupon is to follow; and therefore doth that, which is 
contrary to the fundamental law of nature, which commandeth zo seek peace. The observers 
of this law, may be called SOCIABLE, the Latins call them commodi; the contrary, stubborn, 
insociable, froward, intractable. 

A sixth law of nature, is this, that upon caution of the future time, a man ought to pardon the 
offences past of them that repenting, desire it. For PARDON, is nothing but granting of peace; 
which though granted to them that persevere in their hostility, be not peace, but fear; yet 
not granted to them that give caution of the future time, is sign of an aversion to peace; 
and therefore contrary to the law of nature. 

A seventh is, that in revenges, that is, retribution of evil for evil, men look not at the great- 
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ness of the evil past, but the greatness of the good to follow. Whereby we are forbidden to inflict 
punishment with any other design, than for correction of the offender, or direction of oth- 
ers. For this law is consequent to the next before it, that commandeth pardon, upon secu- 
rity of the future time. Besides, revenge without respect to the example, and profit to 
come, is a triumph, or glorying in the hurt of another, tending to no end; for the end is 
always somewhat to come; and glorying to no end, is vain-glory, and contrary to reason, 
and to hurt without reason, tendeth to the introduction of war; which is against the law 
of nature; and is commonly styled by the name of cruelty. 

And because all signs of hatred, or contempt, provoke to fight; insomuch as most men 
choose rather to hazard their life, than not to be revenged; we may in the eighth place, 
for a law of nature, set down this precept, that no man by deed, word, countenance, or ges- 
ture, declare hatred, or contempt of another. The breach of which law, is commonly called con- 
tumely. The question who is the better man, has no place in the condition of mere na- 
ture; where, as has been shewn before, all men are equal. The inequality that now is, has 
been introduced by the laws civil. I know that Aristotle in the first book of his Politics, 
for a foundation of his doctrine, maketh men by nature, some more worthy to command, 
meaning the wiser sort, such as he thought himself to be for his philosophy; others to 
serve, meaning those that had strong bodies, but were not philosophers as he; as if mas- 
ter and servant were not introduced by consent of men, but by difference of wit: which 
is not only against reason; but also against experience. For there are very few so foolish, 
that had not rather govern themselves, than be governed by others: nor when the wise 
in their own conceit, contend by force, with them who distrust their own wisdom, do 
they always, or often, or almost at any time, get the victory. If nature therefore have made 
men equal, that equality is to be acknowledged: or if nature have made men unequal; 
yet because men that think themselves equal, will not enter into conditions of peace, but 
upon equal terms, such equality must be admitted. And therefore for the ninth law of 
nature, I put this, that every man acknowledge another for his equal by nature. The breach of 
this precept is pride. 

On this law, dependeth another, that at the entrance into conditions of peace, no men require 
to reserve to himself any right, which he is not content should be reserved to every one of the rest. 
As it is necessary for all men that seek peace, to lay down certain rights of nature; that 
is to say, not to have liberty to do all they list: so is it necessary for man’s life, to retain 
some; as right to govern their own bodies; enjoy air, water, motion, ways to go from 
place to place; and all things else, without which a man cannot live, or not live well. If 
in this case, at the making of peace, men require for themselves, that which they would 
not have to be granted to others, they do contrary to the precedent law, that comman- 
deth the acknowledgment of natural equality, and therefore also against the law of na- 
ture. The observers of this law, are those we call modest, and the breakers arrogant men. 
The Greeks call the violation of this law mAeoveéia; that is, a desire of more than their 
share. 

Also if a man be trusted to judge between man and man, it is a precept of the law of nature, 
that he deal equally between them. For without that, the controversies of men cannot be de- 
termined but by war. He therefore that is partial in judgment, doth what in him lies, to 
deter men from the use of judges, and arbitrators; and consequently, against the funda- 
mental law of nature, is the cause of war. 

The observance of this law, from the equal distribution to each man, of that which in 
reason belongeth to him, is called EQUITY, and, as I have said before, distributive justice: 
the violation, acception of persons, MPOCMNOANYIA. 
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And from this followeth another law, that such things as cannot be divided, be enjoyed in 
common, if it can be; and if the quantity of the thing permit, without stint; otherwise proportionably 
to the number of them that have right. For otherwise the distribution is unequal, and contrary 
to equity. 

But some things there be, that can neither be divided, nor enjoyed in common. Then, 
the law of nature, which prescribeth equity, requireth, that the entire right; or else, making 
the use alternate, the first possession, be determined by lot. For equal distribution, is of the law of 
nature; and other means of equal distribution cannot be imagined. 

Of /ots there be two sorts, arbitrary, and natural. Arbitrary, is that which is agreed on 
by the competitors: natural, is either primogeniture, which the Greek calls KAnpovoypia, 
which signifies, gzven by lot; or first seizure. 

And therefore those things which cannot be enjoyed in common, nor divided, ought to 
be adjudged to the first possessor; and in some cases to the first born, as acquired by lot. 

It is also a law of nature, that all men that mediate peace, be allowed safe conduct. For the 
law that commandeth peace, as the end, commandeth intercession, as the means; and to in- 
tercession the means is safe conduct. 

And because, though men be never so willing to observe these laws, there may never- 
theless arise questions concerning a man’s action; first, whether it were done, or not done; 
secondly, if done, whether against the law, or not against the law; the former whereof, is 
called a question of fact; the latter a question of right, therefore unless the parties to the 
question, covenant mutually to stand to the sentence of another, they are as far from peace 
as ever. This other to whose sentence they submit is called an ARBITRATOR. And therefore 
it is of the law of nature, that they that are at controversy, submit their right to the judgment of 
an arbitrator. 

And seeing every man is presumed to do all things in order to his own benefit, no 
man is a fit arbitrator in his own cause; and if he were never so fit; yet equity allowing 
to each party equal benefit, if one be admitted to be judge, the other is to be admitted 
also; and so the controversy, that is, the cause of war, remains, against the law of 
nature. 

For the same reason no man in any cause ought to be received for arbitrator, to whom 
greater profit, or honour, or pleasure apparently ariseth out of the victory of one party, than 
of the other: for he hath taken, though an unavoidable bribe, yet a bribe; and no man can 
be obliged to trust him. And thus also the controversy, and the condition of war remaineth, 
contrary to the law of nature. 

And in a controversy of fact, the judge being to give no more credit to one, than to the 
other, if there be no other arguments, must give credit to a third; or to a third and fourth; 
or more; for else the question is undecided, and left to force, contrary to the law of nature. 

These are the laws of nature, dictating peace, for a means of the conservation of men in 
multitudes; and which only concern the doctrine of civil society. There be other things 
tending to the destruction of particular men; as drunkenness, and all other parts of in- 
temperance; which may therefore also be reckoned amongst those things which the law of 
nature hath forbidden; but are not necessary to be mentioned, nor are pertinent enough to 
this place. 

And though this may seem too subtle a deduction of the laws of nature, to be taken 
notice of by all men; whereof the most part are too busy in getting food, and the rest 
too negligent to understand; yet to leave all men inexcusable, they have been contracted 
into one easy sum, intelligible even to the meanest capacity; and that is, Do not that to 
another, which thou wouldest not have done to thyself; which sheweth him, that he has no more 
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to do in learning the laws of nature, but, when weighing the actions of other men with 
his own, they seem too heavy, to put them into the other part of the balance, and his 
own into their place, that his own passions, and self-love, may add nothing to the 
weight; and then there is none of these laws of nature that will not appear unto him very 
reasonable. 

The laws of nature oblige im foro interno; that is to say, they bind to a desire they should 
take place: but ¿»z foro externo; that is, to the putting them in act, not always. For he that 
should be modest, and tractable, and perform all he promises, in such time, and place, 
where no man else should do so, should but make himself a prey to others, and procure 
his own certain ruin, contrary to the ground of all laws of nature, which tend to nature’s 
preservation. And again, he that having sufficient security, that others shall observe the 
same laws towards him, observes them not himself, seeketh not peace, but war; and con- 
sequently the destruction of his nature by violence. 

And whatsoever laws bind zm foro interno, may be broken, not only by a fact contrary to 
the law, but also by a fact according to it, in case a man think it contrary. For though his 
action in this case, be according to the law; yet his purpose was against the law; which, 
where the obligation is 2 foro interno, is a breach. 

The laws of nature are immutable and eternal; for injustice, ingratitude, arrogance, 
pride, iniquity, acception of persons, and the rest, can never be made lawful. For it can 
never be that war shall preserve life, and peace destroy it. 

The same laws, because they oblige only toa desire, and endeavour, I mean an unfeigned 
and constant endeavour, are easy to be observed. For in that they require nothing but en- 
deavour, he that endeavoureth their performance, fulfilleth them; and he that fulfilleth the 
law, is just. 

And the science of them, is the true and only moral philosophy. For moral philosophy 
is nothing else but the science of what is good, and evz/, in the conversation, and society of 
mankind. Good, and evil, are names that signify our appetites, and aversions; which in dif- 
ferent tempers, customs, and doctrines of men, are different: and divers men, differ not 
only in their judgment, on the senses of what is pleasant, and unpleasant to the taste, 
smell, hearing, touch, and sight; but also of what is conformable, or disagreeable to rea- 
son, in the actions of common life. Nay, the same man, in divers times, differs from him- 
self; and one time praiseth, that is, calleth good, what another time he dispraiseth, and 
calleth evil: from whence arise disputes, controversies, and at last war. And therefore so 
long as a man is in the condition of mere nature, which is a condition of war, as private 
appetite is the measure of good, and evil: and consequently all men agree on this, that 
peace is good, and therefore also the way, or means of peace, which, as I have shewed be- 
fore, are justice, gratitude, modesty, equity, mercy, and the rest of the laws of nature, are good; 
that is to say; moral virtues; and their contrary vices, evil. Now the science of virtue and vice, 
is moral philosophy; and therefore the true doctrine of the laws of nature, is the true moral 
philosophy. But the writers of moral philosophy, though they acknowledge the same 
virtues and vices; yet not seeing wherein consisted their goodness; nor that they come to 
be praised, as the means of peaceable, sociable, and comfortable living, place them in a 
mediocrity of passions: as if not the cause, but the degree of daring, made fortitude; or not 
the cause, but the quantity of a gift, made liberality. 

These dictates of reason, men used to call by the name of laws, but improperly: for they 
are but conclusions, or theorems concerning what conduceth to the conservation and de- 
fence of themselves; whereas law, properly, is the word of him, that by right hath com- 
mand over others. But yet if we consider the same theorems, as delivered in the word of 
God, that by right commandeth all things; then are they properly called laws. 


So 
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Joseph Butler (1692-1752), a bishop of the Church of England, developed an astute theory of 
human nature that stressed how our desires, self-love, benevolence, and conscience can be 
combined into a coherent moral system. 


Fifteen Sermons 


SERMON II 
Upon the Natural Supremacy of Conscience 


For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, 
these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves. 


—Rom. 11. 14. 


As speculative truth admits of different kinds of proof, so likewise moral obligations may 
be shewn by different methods. If the real nature of any creature leads him and is adapted 
to such and such purposes only, or more than to any other; this is a reason to believe the 
author of that nature intended it for those purposes. Thus there is no doubt the eye was 
intended for us to see with. And the more complex any constitution is, and the greater va- 
riety of parts there are which thus tend to some one end, the stronger is the proof that such 
end was designed. However, when the inward fame of man is considered as any guide in 
morals, the utmost caution must be used that none make peculiarities in their own tem- 
per, or any thing which is the effect of particular customs, though observable in several, 
the standard of what is common to the species; and above all, that the highest principle 
be not forgot or excluded, that to which belongs the adjustment and correction of all other 
inward movements and affections: which principle will of course have some influence, but 
which being in nature supreme, as shall now be shewn, ought to preside over and govern 
all the rest. The difficulty of rightly observing the two former cautions; the appearance 
there is of some small diversity amongst mankind with respect to this faculty, with respect 
to their natural sense of moral good and evil; and the attention necessary to survey with 
any exactness what passes within, have occasioned that it is not so much agreed what is 
the standard of the internal nature of man, as of his external form. Neither is this last ex- 
actly settled. Yet we understand one another when we speak of the shape of a human body: 
so likewise we do when we speak of the heart and inward principles, how far soever the 
standard is from being exact or precisely fixed. There is therefore ground for an attempt 
of shewing men to themselves, of shewing them what course of life and behaviour their 
real nature points out and would lead them to. Now obligations of virtue shewn, and 
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motives to the practice of it enforced, from a review of the nature of man, are to be con- 
sidered as an appeal to each particular person’s heart and natural conscience: as the exter- 
nal senses are appealed to for the proof of things cognizable by them. Since then our in- 
ward feelings, and the perceptions we receive from our external senses, are equally real; to 
argue from the former to life and conduct is as little liable to exception, as to argue from 
the latter to absolute speculative truth. A man can as little doubt whether his eyes were 
given him to see with, as he can doubt of the truth of the science of optics, deduced from 
ocular experiments. And allowing the inward feeling, shame; a man can as little doubt 
whether it was given him to prevent his doing shameful actions, as he can doubt whether 
his eyes were given him to guide his steps. And as to these inward feelings themselves; 
that they are real, that man has in his nature passions and affections, can no more be ques- 
tioned, than that he has external senses. Neither can the former be wholly mistaken; 
though to a certain degree liable to greater mistakes than the latter. 

There can be no doubt but that several propensions or instincts, several principles in 
the heart of man, carry him to society, and to contribute to the happiness of it, in a sense 
and a manner in which no inward principle leads him to evil. These principles, propen- 
sions, or instincts which lead him to do good, are approved of by a certain faculty within, 
quite distinct from these propensions themselves. All this hath been fully made out in the 
foregoing discourse. 

But it may be said, ‘What is all this, though true, to the purpose of virtue and religion? 
these require, not only that we do good to others when we are led this way, by benevo- 
lence or reflection, happening to be stronger than other principles, passions, or appetites; 
but likewise that the whole character be formed upon thought and reflection; that every ac- 
tion be directed by some determinate rule, some other rule than the strength and preva- 
lency of any principle or passion. What sign is there in our nature (for the inquiry is only 
about what is to be collected from thence) that this was intended by its Author? Or how 
does so various and fickle a temper as that of man appear adapted thereto? It may indeed 
be absurd and unnatural for men to act without any reflection; nay, without regard to that 
particular kind of reflection which you call conscience; because this does belong to our na- 
ture. For as there never was a man but who approved one place, prospect, building, before 
another: so it does not appear that there ever was a man who would not have approved an 
action of humanity rather than of cruelty; interest and passion being quite out of the case. 
But interest and passion do come in, and are often too strong for and prevail over reflec- 
tion and conscience. Now as brutes have various instincts, by which they are carried on to 
the end the Author of their nature intended them for: is not man in the same condition; 
with this difference only, that to his instincts (i.e., appetites and passions) is added the 
principle of reflection or conscience? And as brutes act agreeably to their nature, in fol- 
lowing that principle or particular instinct which for the present is strongest in them: does 
not man likewise act agreeably to his nature, or obey the law of his creation, by following 
that principle, be it passion or conscience, which for the present happens to be strongest 
in him? Thus different men are by their particular nature hurried on to pursue honour or 
riches or pleasure: there are also persons whose temper leads them in an uncommon de- 
gree to kindness, compassion, doing good to their fellow-creatures: as there are others who 
are given to suspend their judgment, to weigh and consider things, and to act upon 
thought and reflection. Let every one then quietly follow his nature; as passion, reflection, 
appetite, the several parts of it, happen to be strongest: but let not the man of virtue take 
upon him to blame the ambitious, the covetous, the dissolute; since these equally with 
him obey and follow their nature. Thus, as in some cases we follow our nature in doing 
the works contained in the law, so in other cases we follow nature in doing contrary.’ 
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Now all this licentious talk entirely goes upon a supposition, that men follow their na- 
ture in the same sense, in violating the known rules of justice and honesty for the sake of 
a present gratification, as they do in following those rules when they have no temptation 
to the contrary. And if this were true, that could not be so which St. Paul asserts, that men 
are by nature a law to themselves. If by following nature were meant only acting as we please, 
it would indeed be ridiculous to speak of nature as any guide in morals: nay the very men- 
tion of deviating from nature would be absurd; and the mention of following it, when spo- 
ken by way of distinction, would absolutely have no meaning. For did ever any one act 
otherwise than as he pleased? And yet the ancients speak of deviating from nature as vice; 
and of following nature so much as a distinction, that according to them the perfection of 
virtue consists therein. So that language itself should teach people another sense to the 
words following nature, than barely acting as we please. Let it however be observed, that 
though the words buman nature are to be explained, yet the real question of this discourse 
is not concerning the meaning of words, any other than as the explanation of them may 
be needful to make out and explain the assertion, that every man is naturally a law to him- 
self, that every one may find within himself the rule of right, and obligations to follow it. This St. 
Paul affirms in the words of the text, and this the foregoing objection really denies by 
seeming to allow it. And the objection will be fully answered, and the text before us ex- 
plained, by observing that nature is considered in different views, and the word used in 
different senses; and by shewing in what view it is considered, and in what sense the word 
is used, when intended to express and signify that which is the guide of life, that by which 
men are a law to themselves. I say, the explanation of the term will be sufficient, because 
from thence it will appear, that in some senses of the word nature cannot be, but chat in 
another sense it manifestly is, a law to us. 

I. By nature is often meant no more than some principle in man, without regard either 
to the kind or degree of it. Thus the passion of anger, and the affection of parents to their 
children, would be called equally natural. And as the same person hath often contrary prin- 
ciples, which at the same time draw contrary ways, he may by the same action both fol- 
low and contradict his nature in this sense of the word; he may follow one passion and con- 
tradict another. 

II. Nature is frequently spoken of as consisting in those passions which are strongest, 
and most influence the actions; which being vicious ones, mankind is in this sense natu- 
rally vicious, or vicious by nature. Thus St. Paul says of the Gentiles, who were dead in tres- 
basses and sins, and walked according to the spirit of disobedience, that they were by nature the chil- 
dren of wrath. They could be no otherwise children of wrath by nature, than they were 
vicious by nature. 

Here then are two different senses of the word nature, in neither of which men can at 
all be said to be a law to themselves. They are mentioned only to be excluded; to prevent 
their being confounded, as the latter is in the objection, with another sense of it, which is 
now to be inquired after and explained. 

III. The apostle asserts, that the Gentiles do by NATURE the things contained in the law. 
Nature is indeed here put by way of distinction from revelation, but yet it is not a mere 
negative. He intends to express more than that by which they did not, that by which they 
did the works of the law; namely, by nature. It is plain the meaning of the word is not the 
same in this passage as in the former, where it is spoken of as evil; for in this latter it is 
spoken of as good; as that by which they acted, or might have acted virtuously. What that 
is in man by which he is naturally a law to himself, is explained in the following words: 
Which shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and 
their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another. \f there be a distinction to be 
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made between the works written in their hearts, and the witness of conscience; by the former 
must be meant the natural] disposition to kindness and compassion, to do what is of good 
report, to which this apostle often refers: that part of the nature of man, treated of in the 
foregoing discourse, which with very little reflection and of course leads him to society, 
and by means of which he naturally acts a just and good part in it, unless other passions 
or interest lead him astray. Yet since other passions, and regards to private interest, which 
lead us (though indirectly, yet they lead us) astray, are themselves in a degree equally natu- 
ral, and often most prevalent; and since we have no method of seeing the particular de- 
grees in which one or the other is placed in us by nature; it is plain the former, considered 
merely as natural, good and right as they are, can no more be a law to us than the latter. 
But there is a superior principle of reflection or conscience in every man, which distin- 
guishes between the internal principles of his heart, as well as his external actions: which 
passes judgment upon himself and them; pronounces determinately some actions to be in 
themselves just, right, good; others to be in themselves evil, wrong, unjust: which, with- 
out being consulted, without being advised with, magisterially exerts itself, and approves 
or condemns him the doer of them accordingly: and which, if not forcibly stopped, natu- 
rally and always of course goes on to anticipate a higher and more effectual sentence, which 
shall hereafter second and affirm its own. But this part of the office of conscience is beyond 
my present design explicitly to consider. It is by this faculty, natural to man, that he is a 
moral agent, that he is a law to himself: but this faculty, I say, not to be considered merely 
as a principle in his heart, which is to have some influence as well as others; but consid- 
ered as a faculty in kind and in nature supreme over all others, and which bears its own 
authority of being so. 

This prerogative, this natural supremacy, of the faculty which surveys, approves or disap- 
proves the several affections of our mind and actions of our lives, being that by which men 
ave a law to themselves, their conformity or disobedience to which law of our nature renders 
their actions, in the highest and most proper sense, natural or unnatural; it is fit it be fur- 
ther explained to you: and I hope it will be so, if you will attend to the following reflec- 
tions. 

Man may not according to that principle or inclination which for the present happens 
to be strongest, and yet act in a way disproportionate to, and violate his real proper na- 
ture. Suppose a brute creature by any bait to be allured into a snare, by which he is de- 
stroyed. He plainly followed the bent of his nature, leading him to gratify his appetite: 
there is an entire correspondence between his whole nature and such an action: such ac- 
tion therefore is natural. But suppose a man, foreseeing the same danger of certain ruin, 
should rush into it for the sake of a present gratification; he in this instance would follow 
his strongest desire, as did the brute creature: but there would be as manifest a dispro- 
portion, between the nature of a man and such an action, as between the meanest work of 
art and the skill of the greatest master in that art: which disproportion arises, not from 
considering the action singly in /tse/f, or in its consequences; but from comparison of it with 
the nature of the agent. And since such an action is utterly disproportionate to the nature 
of man, it is in the strictest and most proper sense unnatural; this word expressing that 
disproportion. Therefore instead of the words disproportionate to his nature, the word unnat- 
ural may now be put; this being more familiar to us: but let it be observed, that it stands 
for the same thing precisely. 

Now what is it which renders such a rash action unnatural? Is it that he went against 
the principle of reasonable and cool self-love, considered merely as a part of his nature? No: 
for if he had acted the contrary way, he would equally have gone against a principle, or 
part of his nature, namely, passion or appetite. But to deny a present appetite, from fore- 
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sight that the gratification of it would end in immediate ruin or extreme misery, is by no 
means an unnatural action; whereas to contradict or go against cool self-love for the sake 
of such gratification, is so in the instance before us. Such an action then being unnatural; 
and its being so not arising from a man’s going against a principle or desire barely, nor in 
going against that principle or desire which happens for the present to be strongest; it nec- 
essarily follows, that there must be some other difference or distinction to be made be- 
tween these two principles, passion and cool self-love, than what I have yet taken notice 
of. And this difference, not being a difference in strength or degree, I call a difference in 
nature and in kind. And since, in the instance still before us, if passion prevails over self- 
love, the consequent action is unnatural; but if self-love prevails over passion, the action 
is natural: it is manifest that self-love is in human nature a superior principle to passion. 
This may be contradicted without violating that nature; but the former cannot. So that, 
if we will act conformably to the economy of man’s nature, reasonable self-love must gov- 
ern. Thus, without particular consideration of conscience, we may have a clear conception 
of the superior nature of one inward principle co another; and see that there really is this 
natural superiority, quite distinct from degrees of strength and prevalency. 

Let us now take a view of the nature of man, as consisting partly of various appetites, 
passions, affections, and partly of the principle of reflection or conscience; leaving quite 
out all consideration of the different degrees of strength, in which either of them prevail, 
and it will further appear that there is this natural superiority of one inward principle to 
another, and that it is even part of the idea of reflection or conscience. 

Passion or appetite implies a direct simple tendency towards such and such objects, 
without distinction of the means by which they are to be obtained. Consequently it will 
often happen there will be a desire of particular objects, in cases where they cannot be ob- 
tained without manifest injury to others. Reflection or conscience comes in, and disap- 
proves the pursuit of them in these circumstances; but the desire remains. Which is to be 
obeyed, appetite or reflection? Cannot this question be answered, from the economy and 
constitution of human nature merely, without saying which is strongest? Or need this at 
all come into consideration? Would not the question be znte//igib/y and fully answered by 
saying, that the principle of reflection or conscience being compared with the various ap- 
petites, passions, and affections in men, the former is manifestly superior and chief, with- 
out regard to strength? And how often soever the latter happens to prevail, it is mere 
usurpation: the former remains in nature and in kind its superior; and every instance of such 
prevalence of the latter is an instance of breaking in upon and violation of the constitu- 
tion of man. 

All this is no more than the distinction, which every body is acquainted with, between 
mere power and authority: only instead of being intended to express the difference between 
what is possible, and what is lawful in civil government, here it has been shewn applica- 
ble to the several principles in the mind of man. Thus that principle, by which we survey, 
and either approve or disapprove our own heart, temper, and actions, is not only to be con- 
sidered as what is in its turn to have some influence; which may be said of every passion, 
of the lowest appetites; but likewise as being superior; as from its very nature manifestly 
claiming superiority over all others: insomuch that you cannot form a notion of this fac- 
ulty, conscience, without taking in judgment, direction, superintendency. This is a con- 
stituent part of the idea, that is, of the faculty itself: and, to preside and govern, from the 
very economy and constitution of man, belongs to it. Had it strength, as it had right; had 
it power, as it had manifest authority, it would absolutely govern the world. 

This gives us a further view of the nature of man; shews us what course of life we were 
made for: not only that our real nature leads us to be influenced in some degree by reflec- 
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tion and conscience; but likewise in what degree we are to be influenced by it, if we will 
fall in with, and act agreeably to the constitution of our nature: that this faculty was placed 
within to be our proper governor; to direct and regulate all under principles, passions, and 
motives of action. This is its right and office: thus sacred is its authority. And how often 
soever men violate and rebelliously refuse to submit to it, for supposed interest which they 
cannot otherwise obtain, or for the sake of passion which they cannot otherwise gratify; 
this makes no alteration as to the natural right and office of conscience. 

Let us now turn this whole matter another way, and suppose there was no such thing 
at all as this natural supremacy of conscience; that there was no distinction to be made be- 
tween one inward principle and another, but only that of strength; and see what would be 
the consequence. 

Consider then what is the latitude and compass of the actions of man with regard to 
himself, his fellow-creatures, and the Supreme Being? What are their bounds, besides that 
of our natural power? With respect to the two first, they are plainly no other than these: 
no man seeks misery as such for himself; and no one unprovoked does mischief to another 
for its own sake. For in every degree within these bounds, mankind knowingly from pas- 
sion or wantonness bring ruin and misery upon themselves and others. And impiety and 
profaneness, I mean, what every one would call so who believes the being of God, have ab- 
solutely no bounds at all. Men blaspheme the Author of nature, formally and in words re- 
nounce their allegiance to their Creator. Put an instance then with respect to any one of 
these three. Though we should suppose profane swearing, and in general that kind of impi- 
ety now mentioned, to mean nothing, yet it implies wanton disregard and irreverence to- 
wards an infinite Being, our Creator; and is this as suitable to the nature of man, as rev- 
erence and dutiful submission of heart towards that Almighty Being? Or suppose a man 
guilty of parricide, with all the circumstances of cruelty which such an action can admit 
of. This action is done in consequence of its principle being for the present strongest; and 
if there be no difference between inward principles, but only that of strength; the strength 
being given, you have the whole nature of the man given, so far as it relates to this mat- 
ter. The action plainly corresponds to the principle, the principle being in that degree of 
strength it was; it therefore corresponds to the whole nature of the man. Upon comparing 
the action and the whole nature, there arises no disproportion, there appears no unsuit- 
ableness between them. Thus the murder of a father and the nature of man correspond to each 
other, as the same nature and an act of filial duty. If there be no difference between inward 
principles, but only that of strength; we can make no distinction between these two ac- 
tions considered as the actions of such a creature; but in our coolest hours must approve 
or disapprove them equally: than which nothing can be reduced to a greater absurdity. 


SERMON III 


THE natural supremacy of reflection or conscience being thus established; we may from it 
form a distinct notion of what is meant by human nature, when virtue is said to consist in 
following it, and vice in deviating from it. 

As the idea of a civil constitution implies in it united strength, various subordinations, 
under one direction, that of the supreme authority; the different strength of each particu- 
lar member of the society not coming into the idea; whereas, if you leave out the subor- 
dination, the union, and the one direction, you destroy and lose it: so reason, several ap- 
petites, passions, and affections, prevailing in different degrees of strength, is not that idea 
or notion of human nature; but that nature consists in these several principles considered as 
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having a natural respect to each other, in the several passions being naturally subordinate 
to the one superior principle of reflection or conscience. Every bias, instinct, propension 
within, is a natural part of our nature, but not the whole: add to these the superior fac- 
ulty, whose office it is to adjust, manage, and preside over them, and take in this its natu- 
ral superiority, and you complete the idea of human nature. And as in civil government 
the constitution is broken in upon, and violated by power and strength prevailing over au- 
thority, so the constitution of man is broken in upon and violated by the lower faculties 
or principles within prevailing over that which is in its nature supreme over them all. 
Thus, when it is said by ancient writers, that tortures and death are not so contrary to 
human nature as injustice; by this to be sure is not meant, that the aversion to the former 
in mankind is less strong and prevalent than their aversion to the latter: but that the for- 
mer is only contrary to our nature considered in a partial view, and which takes in only 
the lowest part of it, that which we have in common with the brutes; whereas the latter 
is contrary to our nature, considered in a higher sense, as a system and constitution con- 
trary to the whole economy of man.’ 

And from all these things put together, nothing can be more evident, than that, ex- 
clusive of revelation, man cannot be considered as a creature left by his Maker to act at 
random, and live at large up to the extent of his natural power, as passion, humour, wil- 
fulness, happen to carry him; which is the condition brute creatures are in: but that from 
his make, constitution, or nature, he is in the strictest and most proper sense a law to himself. He 
hath the rule of right within: what is wanting is only that he honestly attends to it. 

The inguiries which have been made by men of leisure after some general rule, the con- 
formity to, or disagreement from which, should denominate our actions good or evil, are 
in many respects of great service. Yet let any plain honest man, before he engages in any 
course of action, ask himself, Is this I am going about right, or is it wrong? Is it good, or 
is it evil? I do not in the least doubt, but that this question would be answered agreeably 
to truth and virtue, by almost any fair man in almost any circumstance. Neither do there 
appear any cases which look like exceptions to this; but those of superstition, and of par- 
tiality to ourselves. Superstition may perhaps be somewhat of an exception: but partiality 
to ourselves is not; this being itself dishonesty. For a man to judge that to be the equi- 
table, the moderate, the right part for him to act, which he would see to be hard, unjust, 
oppressive in another; this is plain vice, and can proceed only from great unfairness of 
mind. 

But allowing that mankind hath the rule of right within himself, yet it may be asked, 
‘What obligations are we under to attend to and follow it?’ I answer: it has been proved 
that man by his nature is a law to himself, without the particular distinct consideration 
of the positive sanctions of that law; the rewards and punishments which we feel, and those 
which from the light of reason we have ground to believe, are annexed to it. The question 
then carries its own answer along with it. Your obligation to obey this law, is its being the 
law of your nature. That your conscience approves of and attests to such a course of action, 
is itself alone an obligation. Conscience does not only offer itself to shew us the way we 
should walk in, but it likewise carries its own authority with it, that it is our natural guide; 
the guide assigned us by the Author of our nature: it therefore belongs to our condition 
of being, it is our duty to walk in that path, and follow this guide, without looking about 
to see whether we may not possibly forsake them with impunity. 

However, let us hear what is to be said against obeying this law of our nature. And the 
sum is no more than this: ‘Why should we be concerned about any thing out of and be- 
yond ourselves? If we do find within ourselves regards to others, and restraints of we know 
not how many different kinds; yet these being embarrassments, and hindering us from 
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going the nearest way to our own good, why should we not endeavour to suppress and get 
over them?’ 

Thus people go on with words, which, when applied to human nature, and the condi- 
tion in which it is placed in this world, have really no meaning. For does not all this kind 
of talk go upon supposition, that our happiness in this world consists in somewhat quite 
distinct from regard to others; and that it is the privilege of vice to be without restraint 
or confinement? Whereas, on the contrary, the enjoyments, in a manner all the common 
enjoyments of life, even the pleasures of vice, depend upon these regards of one kind or 
another to our fellow-creatures. Throw off all regards to others, and we should be quite in- 
different to infamy and to honour; there could be no such thing at all as ambition; and 
scarce any such thing as covetousness; for we should likewise be equally indifferent to the 
disgrace of poverty, the several neglects and kinds of contempt which accompany this state; 
and to the reputation of riches, the regard and respect they usually procure. Neither is re- 
straint by any means peculiar to one course of life; but our very nature, exclusive of con- 
science and our condition, lays us under an absolute necessity of it. We cannot gain any 
end whatever without being confined to the proper means, which is often the most painful 
and uneasy confinement. And in numberless instances a present appetite cannot be grati- 
fied without such apparent and immediate ruin and misery, that the most dissolute man 
in the world chooses to forego the pleasure, rather than endure the pain. 

Is the meaning then, to indulge those regards to our fellow-creatures, and submit to 
those restraints, which upon the whole are attended with more satisfaction than uneasi- 
ness, and get over only those which bring more uneasiness and inconvenience than satis- 
faction? ‘Doubtless this was our meaning.’ You have changed sides then. Keep to this; be 
consistent with yourselves; and you and the men of virtue are i” general perfectly agreed. 
But let us take care and avoid mistakes. Let it not be taken for granted that the temper of 
envy, rage, resentment, yields greater delight than meekness, forgiveness, compassion, and 
good-will; especially when it is acknowledged that rage, envy, resentment, are in them- 
selves mere misery; and the satisfaction arising from the indulgence of them is little more 
than relief from that misery; whereas the temper of compassion and benevolence is itself 
delightful; and the indulgence of it, by doing good, affords new positive delight and en- 
joyment. Let it not be taken for granted, that the satisfaction arising from the reputation 
of riches and power, however obtained, and from the respect paid to them, is greater than 
the satisfaction arising from the reputation of justice, honesty, charity, and the esteem 
which is universally acknowledged to be their due. And if it be doubtful which of these 
satisfactions is the greatest, as there are persons who think neither of them very consider- 
able, yet there can be no doubt concerning ambition and covetousness, virtue and a good 
mind, considered in themselves, and as leading to different courses of life; there can, I say, 
be no doubt, which temper and which course is attended with most peace and tranquil- 
lity of mind, which with most perplexity, vexation, and inconvenience. And both the 
virtues and vices which have been now mentioned, do in a manner equally imply in them 
regards of one kind or another to our fellow-creatures. And with respect to restraint and 
confinement: whoever will consider the restraints from fear and shame, the dissimulation, 
mean arts of concealment, servile compliances, one or other of which belong to almost 
every course of vice, will soon be convinced that the man of virtue is by no means upon a 
disadvantage in this respect. How many instances are there in which men feel and own 
and cry aloud under the chains of vice with which they are enthralled, and which yet they 
will not shake off! How many instances, in which persons manifestly go through more 
pains and self-denial to gratify a vicious passion, than would have been necessary to the 
conquest of it! To this is to be added, that when virtue is become habitual, when the tem- 
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per of it is acquired, what was before confinement ceases to be so, by becoming choice and 
delight. Whatever restraint and guard upon ourselves may be needful to unlearn any un- 
natural distortion or odd gesture; yet, in all propriety of speech, natural behaviour must 
be the most easy and unrestrained. It is manifest that, in the common course of life, there 
is seldom any inconsistency between our duty and what is called interest: it is much sel- 
domer that there is an inconsistency between duty and what is really our present interest; 
meaning by interest, happiness and satisfaction. Self-love then, though confined to the in- 
terest of the present world, does in general perfectly coincide with virtue; and leads us to 
one and the same course of life. But, whatever exceptions there are to this, which are much 
fewer than they are commonly thought, all shall be set right at the final distribution of 
things. It is a manifest absurdity to suppose evil prevailing finally over good, under the 
conduct and administration of a perfect mind. 

The whole argument, which I have been now insisting upon, may be thus summed up, 
and given you in one view. The nature of man is adapted to some course of action or other. 
Upon comparing some actions with this nature, they appear suitable and correspondent to 
it: from comparison of other actions with the same nature, there arises to our view some 
unsuitableness or disproportion. The correspondence of actions to the nature of the agent 
renders them natural: their disproportion to it, unnatural. That an action is correspondent 
to the nature of the agent, does not arise from its being agreeable to the principle which 
happens to be the strongest: for it may be so, and yet be quite disproportionate to the na- 
ture of the agent. The correspondence therefore, or disproportion, arises from somewhat 
else. This can be nothing but a difference in nature and kind, altogether distinct from 
strength, between the inward principles. Some then are in nature and kind superior to oth- 
ers. And the correspondence arises from the action being conformable to the higher prin- 
ciple; and the unsuitableness from its being contrary to it. Reasonable self-love and con- 
science are the chief or superior principles in the nature of man: because an action may be 
suitable to this nature, though all other principles be violated; but becomes unsuitable, if 
either of those are. Conscience and self-love, if we understand our true happiness, always 
lead us the same way. Duty and interest are perfectly coincident; for the most part in this 
world, but entirely and in every instance if we take in the future, and the whole; this being 
implied in the notion of a good and perfect administration of things. Thus they who have 
been so wise in their generation as to regard only their own supposed interest, at the ex- 
pense and to the injury of others, shall at last find, that he who has given up all the ad- 
vantages of the present world, rather than violate his conscience and the relations of life, 
has infinitely better provided for himself, and secured his own interest and happiness. 


SERMON XI 
Upon the Love of our Neighbour 


And if there be any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this saying, namely, 
Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. 


Rom. xir. 9. 


IT is commonly observed, that there is a disposition in men to complain of the viciousness 
and corruption of the age in which they live, as greater than that of former ones; which is 
usually followed with this further observation, that mankind has been in that respect much 
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the same in all times. Now, not to determine whether this last be not contradicted by the 
accounts of history; thus much can scarce be doubted, that vice and folly takes different 
turns, and some particular kinds of it are more open and avowed in some ages than in oth- 
ers; and, I suppose, it may be spoken of as very much the distinction of the present to pro- 
fess a contracted spirit, and greater regards to self-interest, than appears to have been done 
formerly. Upon this account it seems worth while to inquire, whether private interest is 
likely to be promoted in proportion to the degree in which self-love engrosses us, and pre- 
vails over all other principles; or whether the contracted affection may not possibly be so prevalent 
as to disappoint itself, and even contradict its own end, private good. 

And since, further, there is generally thought to be some peculiar kind of contrariety 
between self-love and the love of our neighbour, between the pursuit of public and of pri- 
vate good; insomuch that when you are recommending one of these, you are supposed to 
be speaking against the other; and from hence arises a secret prejudice against, and fre- 
quently open scorn of all talk of public spirit, and real good-will to our fellow-creatures; 
it will be necessary to znguire what respect benevolence hath to self-love, and the pursuit of private 
interest to the pursuit of public: or whether there be any thing of that peculiar inconsistence 
and contrariety between them, over and above what there is between self-love and other 
passions and particular affections, and their respective pursuits. 

These inquiries, it is hoped, may be favourably attended to: for there shall be all pos- 
sible concessions made to the favourite passion, which hath so much allowed to it, and 
whose cause is so universally pleaded: it shall be treated with the utmost tenderness and 
concern for its interests. 

In order to this, as well as to determine the forementioned questions, it will be neces- 
sary to consider the nature, the object, and end of that self-love, as distinguished from other princi- 
ples or affections in the mind, and their respective objects. 

Every man hath a general desire of his own happiness; and likewise a variety of par- 
ticular affections, passions, and appetites to particular external objects. The former pro- 
ceeds from, or is self-love; and seems inseparable from all sensible creatures, who can re- 
flect upon themselves and their own interest or happiness, so as to have that interest an 
object to their minds: what is to be said of the latter is, that they proceed from, or together 
make up that particular nature, according to which man is made. The object the former 
pursues it somewhat internal, our own happiness, enjoyment, satisfaction; whether we 
have, or have not, a distinct particular perception what it is, or wherein it consists: the ob- 
jects of the latter are this or that particular external thing, which the affections tend to- 
wards, and of which it hath always a particular idea or perception. The principle we call 
self-love never seeks any thing external for the sake of the thing, but only as a means of 
happiness or good: particular affections rest in the external things themselves. One belongs 
to man as a reasonable creature reflecting upon his own interest or happiness. The other, 
though quite distinct from reason, are as much a part of human nature. 

That all particular appetites and passions are towards external things themselves, distinct 
from the pleasure arising from them, is manifested from hence; that there could not be this 
pleasure, were it not for that prior suitableness between the object and the passion: there 
could be no enjoyment or delight from one thing more than another, from eating food 
more than from swallowing a stone, if there were not an affection or appetite to one thing 
more than another. 

Every particular affection, even the love of our neighbour, is as really our own affection, 
as self-love; and the pleasure arising from its gratification is as much my own pleasure, as 
the pleasure self-love would have, from knowing I myself should be happy some time 
hence, would be my own pleasure. And if, because every particular affection is a man’s 
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own, and the pleasure arising from its gratification his own pleasure, or pleasure to him- 
self, such particular affection must be called self-love; according to this way of speaking, 
no creature whatever can possibly act but merely from self-love; and every action and every 
affection whatever is to be resolved up into this one principle. But then this is not the lan- 
guage of mankind: or if it were, we should want words to express the difference, between 
the principle of an action, proceeding from cool consideration that it will be to my own 
advantage; and an action, suppose of revenge, or of friendship, by which a man runs upon 
certain ruin, to do evil or good to another. It is manifest the principles of these actions are 
totally different, and so want different words to be distinguished by: all that they agree in 
is, that they both proceed from, and are done to gratify an inclination in a man’s self. But 
the principle or inclination in one case is self-love; in the other, hatred or love of another. 
There is then a distinction between the cool principle of self-love, or general desire of our 
own happiness, as one part of our nature, and one principle of action; and the particular 
affections towards particular external objects, as another part of our nature, and another 
principle of action. How much soever therefore is to be allowed to self-love, yet it cannot 
be allowed to be the whole of our inward constitution; because, you see, there are other 
parts or principles which come into it. 

Further, private happiness or good is all which self-love can make us desire, or be con- 
cerned about: in having this consists its gratification: it is an affection to ourselves; a re- 
gard to our own interest, happiness, and private good: and in the proportion a man hath 
this, he is interested, or a lover of himself. Let this be kept in mind; because there is com- 
monly, as I shall presently have occasion to observe, another sense put upon these words. 
On the other hand, particular affections tend towards particular external things: these are 
their objects: having these is their end: in this consists their gratification: no matter 
whether it be, or be not, upon the whole, our interest or happiness. An action done from 
the former of these principles is called an interested action. An action proceeding from any 
of the latter has its denomination of passionate, ambitious, friendly, revengeful, or any 
other, from the particular appetite or affection from which it proceeds. Thus self-love as 
one part of human nature, and the several particular principles as the other part, are, them- 
selves, their objects and ends, stated and shewn. 

From hence it will be easy to see, how far, and in what ways, each of these can con- 
tribute and be subservient to the private good of the individual. Happiness does not con- 
sist in self-love. The desire of happiness is no more the thing itself, than the desire of riches 
is the possession or enjoyment of them. People may love themselves with the most entire 
and unbounded affection, and yet be extremely miserable. Neither can self-love any way 
help them out, but by setting them on work to get rid of the causes of their misery, to 
gain or make use of those objects which are by nature adapted to afford satisfaction. Hap- 
piness or satisfaction consists only in the enjoyment of those objects, which are by nature 
suited to our several particular appetites, passions, and affections. So thac if self-love 
wholly engrosses us, and leaves no room for any other principle, there can be absolutely 
no such thing at all as happiness, or enjoyment of any kind whatever; since happiness con- 
sists in the gratification of particular passions, which supposes the having of them. Self- 
love then does not constitute this or that to be our interest or good; but, our interest or 
good being constituted by nature and supposed, self-love only puts us upon obtaining and 
securing it. Therefore, if it be possible, that self-love may prevail and exert itself in a de- 
gree or manner which is not subservient to this end; then it will not follow, that our in- 
terest will be promoted in proportion to the degree in which that principle engrosses us, 
and prevails over others. Nay further, the private and contracted affection, when it is not 
subservient to this end, private good, may, for any thing that appears, have a direct con- 
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trary tendency and effect. And if we will consider the matter, we shall see that it often re- 
ally has. Disengagement is absolutely necessary to enjoyment: and a person may have so 
steady and fixed an eye upon his own interest, whatever he places it in, as may hinder him 
from attending to many gratifications within his reach, which others have their minds free 
and open to. Over-fondness for a child is not generally thought to be for its advantage: and, 
“if there be any guess to be made from appearances, surely that character we call selfish is 
not the most promising for happiness. Such a temper may plainly be, and exert itself in a 
degree and manner which may give unnecessary and useless solicitude and anxiety, in a de- 
gree and manner which may prevent obtaining the means and materials of enjoyment, as 
well as the making use of them. Immoderate self-love does very ill consult its own inter- 
est: and, how much soever a paradox it may appear, it is certainly true, that even from self- 
love we should endeavour to get over all inordinate regard to, and consideration of our- 
selves. Every one of our passions and affections hath its natural stint and bound, which 
may easily be exceeded; whereas our enjoyments can possibly be but in a determinate mea- 
sure and degree. Therefore such excess of the affection, since it cannot procure any enjoy- 
ment, must in all cases be useless; but is generally attended with inconveniences, and often 
is downright pain and misery. This holds as much with regard to self-love as to all other 
affections. The natural degree of it, so far as it sets us on work to gain and make use of the 
materials of satisfaction, may be to our real advantage; but beyond or besides this, it is in 
several respects an inconvenience and disadvantage. Thus it appears, that private interest 
is so far from being likely to be promoted in proportion to the degree in which self-love 
engrosses us, and prevails over all other principles; that the contracted affection may be so preva- 
lent as to disappoint itself, and even contradict its own end, private good. 

‘But who, except the most sordidly covetous, ever thought there was any rivalship be- 
tween the love of greatness, honour, power, or between sensual appetites, and self-love? 
No, there is a perfect harmony between them. It is by means of these particular appetites 
and affections that self-love is gratified in enjoyment, happiness, and satisfaction. The 
competition and rivalship is between self-love and the love of our neighbour: that affec- 
tion which leads us out of ourselves, makes us regardless of our interest, and substitute 
that of another in its stead.’ Whether then there be any peculiar competition and contra- 
riety in this case, shall now be considered. 

Self-love and interestedness was stated to consist in or be an affection to ourselves, a re- 
gard to our own private good: it is therefore distinct from benevolence, which is an affec- 
tion to the good of our fellow-creatures. But that benevolence is distinct from, that is, not 
the same thing with self-love, is no reason for its being looked upon with any peculiar sus- 
picion; because every principle whatever, by means of which self-love is gratified, is dis- 
tinct from it: and all things which are distinct from each other are equally so. A man has 
an affection or aversion to another: that one of these tends to, and is gratified by doing 
good, that the other tends to, and is gratified by doing harm, does not in the least alter 
the respect which either one or the other of these inward feelings has to self-love. We use 
the word property so as to exclude any other persons having an interest in that of which we 
say a particular man has the property. And we often use the word selfish so as to exclude in 
the same manner all regards to the good of others. But the cases are not parallel: for though 
that exclusion is really part of the idea of property; yet such positive exclusion, or bring- 
ing this peculiar disregard to the good of others into the idea of self-love, is in reality 
adding to the idea, or changing it from what it was before stated to consist in, namely, in 
an affection to ourselves. This being the whole idea of self-love, it can no otherwise ex- 
clude good-will or love of others, than merely by not including it, no otherwise, than it 
excludes love of arts or reputation, or of any thing else. Neither on the other hand does 
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benevolence, any more than love of arts or of reputation, exclude self-love. Love of our 
neighbour then has just the same respect to, is no more distant from, self-love, than ha- 
tred of our neighbour, or than love or hatred of any thing else. Thus the principles, from 
which men rush upon certain ruin for the destruction of an enemy, and for the preserva- 
tion of a friend, have the same respect to the private affection, and are equally interested, 
or equally disinterested: and it is of no avail, whether they are said to be one or the other. 
Therefore to those who are shocked to hear virtue spoken of as disinterested, it may be al- 
lowed that it is indeed absurd to speak thus of it; unless hatred, several particular instances 
of vice, and all the common affections and aversions in mankind, are acknowledged to be 
disinterested too. Is there any less inconsistence, between the love of inanimate things, or 
of creatures merely sensitive, and self-love; than between self-love and the love of our 
neighbour? Is desire of and delight in the happiness of another any more a diminution of 
self-love, than desire of and delight in the esteem of another? They are both equally de- 
sire of and delight in somewhat external to ourselves: either both or neither are so. The 
object of self-love is expressed in the term self: and every appetite of sense, and every par- 
ticular affection of the heart, are equally interested or disinterested, because the objects of 
them all are equally self or somewhat else. Whatever ridicule therefore the mention of a 
disinterested principle or action may be supposed to lie open to, must, upon the matter 
being thus stated, relate to ambition, and every appetite and particular affection, as much 
as to benevolence. And indeed all the ridicule, and all the grave perplexity, of which this 
subject hath had its full share, is merely from words. The most intelligible way of speak- 
ing of it seems to be this: that self-love and the actions done in consequence of it (for these 
will presently appear to be the same as to this question) are interested; that particular af- 
fections towards external objects, and the actions done in consequence of those affections, 
are not so. But every one is at liberty to use words as he pleases. All that is here insisted 
upon is, that ambition, revenge, benevolence, all particular passions whatever, and the ac- 
tions they produce, are equally interested or disinterested. 

Thus it appears that there is no peculiar contrariety between self-love and benevolence; 
no greater competition between these, than between any other particular affections and 
self-love. This relates to the affections themselves. Let us now see whether there be any pe- 
culiar contrariety between the respective courses of life which these affections lead to; 
whether there be any greater competition between the pursuit of private and of public 
good, than between any other particular pursuits and that of private good. 

There seems no other reason to suspect that there is any such peculiar contrariety, but 
only that the course of action which benevolence leads to, has a more direct tendency to 
promote the good of others, than that course of action which love of reputation, suppose, 
or any other particular affection leads to. But that any affection tends to the happiness of 
another, does not hinder its tending to one’s own happiness too. That others enjoy the ben- 
efit of the air and the light of the sun, does not hinder but that these are as much one’s 
own private advantage now, as they would be if we had the property of them exclusive of 
all others. So a pursuit which tends to promote the good of another, yet may have as great 
tendency to promote private interest, as a pursuit which does not tend to the good of an- 
other at all, or which is mischievous to him. All particular affections whatever, resentment, 
benevolence, love of arts, equally lead to a course of action for their own gratification, 1.e., 
the gratification of ourselves; and the gratification of each gives delight: so far then it is 
manifest they have all the same respect to private interest. Now take into consideration 
further, concerning these three pursuits, that the end of the first is the harm, of the sec- 
ond, the good of another, of the last, somewhat indifferent; and is there any necessity, that 
these additional considerations should alter the respect, which we before saw these three 
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pursuits had to private interest; or render any one of them less conducive to it, than any 
other? Thus one man’s affection is to honour as his end; in order to obtain which he thinks 
no pains too great. Suppose another, with such a singularity of mind, as to have the same 
affection to public good as his end, which he endeavours with the same labour to obtain. 
In case of success, surely the man of benevolence hath as great enjoyment as the man of 
ambition; they both equally having the end their affections, in the same degree, tended 
to: but in case of disappointment, the benevolent man has clearly the advantage; since en- 
deavouring to do good considered as a virtuous pursuit, is gratified by its own conscious- 
ness, i.e. is in a degree its own reward. 

And as to these two, or benevolence and any other particular passions whatever, con- 
sidered in a further view, as forming a general temper, which more or less disposes us for 
enjoyment of all the common blessings of life, distinct from their own gratification: is 
benevolence less the temper of tranquillity and freedom than ambition or covetousness? 
Does the benevolent man appear less easy with himself, from his love to his neighbour? 
Does he less relish his being? Is there any peculiar gloom seated on his face? Is his mind 
less open to entertainment, to any particular gratification? Nothing is more manifest, than 
that being in good humour, which is benevolence whilst it lasts, is itself the temper of sat- 
isfaction and enjoyment. 

Suppose then a man sitting down to consider how he might become most easy to him- 
self, and attain the greatest pleasure he could; all that which is his real natural happi- 
ness. This can only consist in the enjoyment of those objects, which are by nature 
adapted to our several faculties. These particular enjoyments make up the sum total of 
our happiness: and they are supposed to arise from riches, honours, and the gratification 
of sensual appetites: be it so: yet none profess themselves so completely happy in these 
enjoyments, but that there is room left in the mind for others, if they were presented to 
them: nay, these, as much as they engage us, are not thought so high, but that human 
nature is capable even of greater. Now there have been persons in all ages, who have pro- 
fessed that they found satisfaction in the exercise of charity, in the love of their neigh- 
bour, in endeavouring to promote the happiness of all they had to do with, and in the 
pursuit of what is just and right and good, as the general bent of their mind, and end 
of their life; and that doing an action of baseness or cruelty, would be as great violence 
to their self, as much breaking in upon their nature, as any external force. Persons of this 
character would add, if they might be heard, that they consider themselves as acting in 
the view of an infinite Being, who is in a much higher sense the object of reverence and 
of love, than all the world besides; and therefore they could have no more enjoyment 
from a wicked action done under his eye, than the persons to whom they are making 
their apology could, if all mankind were the spectators of it; and that the satisfaction of 
approving themselves to his unerring judgment, to whom they thus refer all their ac- 
tions, is a more continued settled satisfaction than any this world can afford; as also that 
they have, no less than others, a mind free and open to all the common innocent grati- 
fications of it, such as they are. And if we go no further, does there appear any absurdity 
in this? Will any one take upon him to say, that a man cannot find his account in this 
general course of life, as much as in the most unbounded ambition, and the excesses of 
pleasure? Or that such a person has not consulted so well for himself, for the satisfaction 
and peace of his own mind, as the ambitious or dissolute man? And though the consid- 
eration, that God himself will in the end justify their taste, and support their cause, 1s 
not formally to be insisted upon here; yet thus much comes in, that all enjoyments what- 
ever are much more clear and unmixed from the assurance that they will end well. Is it 
certain then that there is nothing in these pretensions to happiness? especially when 
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there are not wanting persons, who have supported themselves with satisfactions of this 
kind in sickness, poverty, disgrace, and in the very pangs of death; whereas it is mani- 
fest all other enjoyments fail in these circumstances. This surely looks suspicious of hav- 
ing somewhat in it. Self-love methinks should be alarmed. May she not possibly pass 
over greater pleasures, than those she is so wholly taken up with? 

The short of the matter is no more than this. Happiness consists in the gratification of 
certain affections, appetites, passions, with objects which are by nature adapted to them. 
Self-love may indeed set us on work to gratify these: but happiness or enjoyment has no 
immediate connection with self-love, but arises from such gratification alone. Love of our 
neighbour is one of those affections. This, considered as a virtuous principle, is gratified by 
a consciousness of endeavouring to promote the good of others; but considered as a natural 
affection, its gratification consists in the actual accomplishment of this endeavour. Now 
indulgence or gratification of this affection, whether in that consciousness or this accom- 
plishment, has the same respect to interest, as indulgence of any other affection; they 
equally proceed from or do not proceed from self-love, they equally include or equally ex- 
clude this principle. Thus it appears, that benevolence and the pursuit of public good hath at 
least as great respect to self-love and the pursuit of private good, as any other particular passions, and 
their respective pursuits. 

Neither is covetousness, whether as a temper or pursuit, any exception to this. For if 
by covetousness is meant the desire and pursuit of riches for their own sake, without any 
regard to, or consideration of, the uses of them; this hath as little to do with self-love, as 
benevolence hath. But by this word is usually meant, not such madness and total distrac- 
tion of mind, but immoderate affection to and pursuit of riches as possessions in order to 
some further end; namely, satisfaction, interest, or good. This therefore is not a particular 
affection, or particular pursuit, but it is the general principle of self-love, and the general 
pursuit of our own interest; for which reason, the word selfish is by every one appropriated 
to this temper and pursuit. Now as it is ridiculous to assert, that self-love and the love of 
our neighbour are the same; so neither is it asserted, that following these different affec- 
tions hath the same tendency and respect to our own interest. The comparison is not be- 
tween self-love and the love of our neighbour; between pursuit of our own interest, and 
the interest of others; but between the several particular affections in human nature to- 
wards external objects, as one part of the comparison; and the one particular affection to 
the good of our neighbour, as the other part of it: and it has been shewn, that all these 
have the same respect to self-love and private interest. 

There is indeed frequently an inconsistence or interfering between self-love or private 
interest, and the several particular appetites, passions, affections, or the pursuits they lead 
to. But this competition or interfering is merely accidental; and happens much oftener 
between pride, revenge, sensual gratifications, and private interest, than between private 
interest and benevolence. For nothing is more common, than to see men give themselves 
up to a passion or an affection to their known prejudice and ruin, and in direct contra- 
diction to manifest and real interest, and the loudest calls of self-love: whereas the seem- 
ing competitions and interfering, between benevolence and private interest, relate much 
more to the materials or means of enjoyment, than to enjoyment itself. There is often an 
interfering in the former, when there is none in the latter. Thus as to riches: so much 
money as a man gives away, so much less will remain in his possession. Here is a real 
interfering. Buc though a man cannot possibly give without lessening his fortune, yet 
there are multitudes might give without lessening their own enjoyment; because they 
may have more than they can turn to any real use or advantage to themselves. Thus, the 
more thought and time any one employs about the interests and good of others, he must 
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necessarily have less to attend his own; but he may have so ready and large a supply of 
his own wants, that such thought might be really useless to himself, though of great ser- 
vice and assistance to others. 

The general mistake, that there is some greater inconsistence between endeavouring 
to promote the good of another and self-interest, than between self-interest and pursu- 
ing any thing else, seems, as hath already been hinted, to arise from our notions of prop- 
erty; and to be carried on by this property’s being supposed to be itself our happiness or 
good. People are so very much taken up with this one subject, that they seem from it to 
have formed a general way of thinking, which they apply to other things that they have 
nothing to do with. Hence, in a confused and slight way, it might well be taken for 
granted, that another’s having no interest in an affection (i.e. his good not being the ob- 
ject of it), renders, as one may speak, the proprietor’s interest in it greater; and that if 
another had an interest in it, this would render his less, or occasion that such affection 
could not be so friendly to self-love, or conducive to private good, as an affection or pur- 
suit which has not a regard to the good of another. This, I say, might be taken for 
granted, whilst it was not attended to, that the object of every particular affection is 
equally somewhat external to ourselves; and whether it be the good of another person, 
or whether it be any other external thing, makes no alteration with regard to its being 
one’s own affection, and the gratification of it one’s own private enjoyment. And so far 
as it is taken for granted, that barely having the means and materials of enjoyment is 
what constitutes interest and happiness; that our interest or good consists in possessions 
themselves, in having the property of riches, houses, lands, gardens, not in the enjoy- 
ment of them; so far it will even more strongly be taken for granted, in the way already 
explained, that an affection’s conducing to the good of another, must even necessarily oc- 
casion to it conduce less to private good, if not to be positively detrimental to it. For, if 
property and happiness are one and the same thing, as by increasing the property of an- 
other you lessen your own property, so by promoting the happiness of another you must 
lessen your own happiness. But whatever occasioned the mistake, I hope it has been fully 
proved to be one; as it has been proved, that there is no peculiar rivalship or competi- 
tion between self-love and benevolence: that as there may be a competition between these 
two, so there may also between any particular affection whatever and self-love; that every 
particular affection, benevolence among the rest, is subservient to self-love by being the 
instrument of private enjoyment; and that in one respect benevolence contributes more 
to private interest, i. e. enjoyment or satisfaction, than any other of the particular com- 
mon affections, as it is in a degree its own gratification. 

And to all these things may be added, that religion, from whence arises our strongest 
obligation to benevolence, is so far from disowning the principle of self-love, that it often 
addresses itself to that very principle, and always to the mind in that state when reason 
presides; and there can no access be had to the understanding, but by convincing men, 
that the course of life we would persuade them to is not contrary to their interest. It may 
be allowed, without any prejudice to the cause of virtue and religion, that our ideas of 
happiness and misery are of all our ideas the nearest and most important to us; that they 
will, nay, if you please, that they ought to prevail over those of order, and beauty, and 
harmony, and proportion, if there should ever be, as it is impossible there ever should 
be, any inconsistence between them: though these last too, as expressing the fitness of 
actions, are real as truth itself. Let it be allowed, though virtue or moral rectitude does 
indeed consist in affection to and pursuit of what is right and good, as such; yet, that 
when we sit down in a cool hour, we can neither justify to ourselves this or any other 
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pursuit, till we are convinced that it will be for our happiness, or at least not contrary 
CONIC. 

Common reason and humanity will have some influence upon mankind, whatever be- 
comes of speculations; but, so far as the interests of virtue depend upon the theory of it 
being secured from open scorn, so far its very being in the world depends upon its ap- 
pearing to have no contrariety to private interest and self-love. The foregoing observa- 
tions, therefore, it is hoped, may have gained a little ground in favour of the precept be- 
fore us; the particular explanation of which shall be the subject of the next discourse. 


Notes 


(i Bphesm nina 

2. Every man in his physical nature is one individual single agent. He has likewise properties and 
principles, each of which may be considered separately, and without regard to the respects which 
they have to each other. Neither of these are the nature we are taking a view of. But it is the in- 
ward frame of man considered as a system or constitution: whose several parts are united, not by a 
physical principle of individuation, but by the respects they have to each other; the chief of which 
is the subjection which the appetites, passions, and particular affections have to the one supreme 
principle of reflection or conscience. The system or constitution is formed by and consists in these 
respects and this subjection. Thus the body is a system or constitution: so is a tree: so is every ma- 
chine. Consider all the several parts of a tree without the natural respects they have to each other, 
and you have not at all the idea of a tree; but add these respects, and this gives you the idea. The 
body may be impaired by sickness, a tree may decay, a machine be out of order, and yet the sys- 
tem and constitution of them not totally dissolved. There is plainly somewhat which answers to 
all this in the moral constitution of man. Whoever will consider his own nature, will see that 
the several appetites, passions, and particular affections, have different respects among them- 
selves. They are restraints upon, and are in a proportion to each other. This proportion is just 
and perfect, when all those under principles are perfectly coincident with conscience, so far as 
their nature permits, and in all cases under its absolute and entire direction. The least excess or 
defect, the least alteration of the due proportions amongst themselves, or of their coincidence 
with conscience, though not proceeding into action, is some degree of disorder in the moral con- 
stitution. But perfection, though plainly intelligible and unsupposable, was never attained by 
any man. If the higher principle of reflection maintains its place, and as much as it can corrects 
that disorder, and hinders it from breaking out into action, this is all that can be expected in 
such a creature as man. And though the appetites and passions have not their exact due propor- 
tion to each other; though they often strive for mastery with judgment or reflection: yet, since 
the superiority of this principle to all others is the chief respect which forms the constitution, 
so far as this superiority is maintained, the character, the man, is good, worthy, virtuous. 
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David Hume (1711-1776), the influential Scottish philosopher, developed a much discussed 
ethical theory that explores the role and limits of reason in shaping our moral beliefs. 


ET ee 


244 DAVID HUME 


An Enquiry Concerning the 
Principles of Morals 


SECTION I 


Of the General Principles of Morals 


DISPUTES with men, pertinaciously obstinate in their principles, are, of all others, the most 
irksome; except, perhaps, those with persons, entirely disingenuous, who really do not be- 
lieve the opinions they defend, but engage in the controversy, from affectation, from a 
spirit of opposition, or from a desire of showing wit and ingenuity, superior to the rest of 
mankind. The same blind adherence to their own arguments is to be expected in both; the 
same contempt of their antagonists; and the same passionate vehemence, in inforcing 
sophistry and falsehood. And as reasoning is not the source, whence either disputant de- 
rives his tenets; it is in vain to expect, that any logic, which speaks not to the affections, 
will ever engage him to embrace sounder principles. 

Those who have denied the reality of moral distinctions, may be ranked among the 
disingenuous disputants; nor is it conceivable, that any human creature could ever seri- 
ously believe, that all characters and actions were alike entitled to the affection and regard 
of everyone. The difference, which nature has placed between one man and another, is so 
wide, and this difference is still so much farther widened, by education, example, and 
habit, that, where the opposite extremes come at once under our apprehension, there is no 
scepticism so scrupulous, and scarce any assurance so determined, as absolutely to deny all 
distinction between them. Let a man’s insensibility be ever so great, he must often be 
touched with the images of Right and Wrong; and let his prejudices be ever so obstinate, 
he must observe, that others are susceptible of like impressions. The only way, therefore, 
of converting an antagonist of this kind, is to leave him to himself. For, finding that no- 
body keeps up the controversy with him, it is probable he will, at lasc, of himself, from 
mere weariness, come over to the side of common sense and reason. 

There has been a controversy started of late, much better worth examination, concern- 
ing the general foundation of Morals; whether they be derived from Reason, or from Sen- 
timent; whether we attain the knowledge of them by a chain of argument and induction, 
or by an immediate feeling and finer internal sense; whether, like all sound judgement of 
truth and falsehood, they should be the same to every rational intelligent being; or 
whether, like the perception of beauty and deformity, they be founded entirely on the par- 
ticular fabric and constitution of the human species. 

The ancient philosophers, though they often affirm, that virtue is nothing but confor- 
mity to reason, yet, in general, seem to consider morals as deriving their existence from 
taste and sentiment. On the other hand, our modern enquirers, though they also talk much 
of the beauty of virtue, and deformity of vice, yet have commonly endeavoured to account 
for these distinctions by metaphysical reasonings, and by deductions from the most ab- 
stract principles of the understanding. Such confusion reigned in these subjects, that an 
opposition of the greatest consequence could prevail between one system and another, and 
even in the parts of almost each individual system; and yet nobody, till very lately, was 
ever sensible of it. The elegant Lord Shaftesbury, who first gave occasion to remark this 
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distinction, and who, in general, adhered to the principles of the ancients, is not, himself, 
entirely free from the same confusion. 

It must be acknowledged, that both sides of the question are susceptible of specious ar- 
guments. Moral distinctions, it may be said, are discernible by pure reason: else, whence 
the many disputes that reign in common life, as well as in philosophy, with regard to this 
subject: the long chain of proofs often produced on both sides; the examples cited, the au- 
thorities appealed to, the analogies employed, the fallacies detected, the inferences drawn, 
and the several conclusions adjusted to their proper principles. Truth is disputable; not 
taste: what exists in the nature of things is the standard of our judgement; what each man 
feels within himself is the standard of sentiment. Propositions in geometry may be proved, 
systems in physics may be controverted; but the harmony of verse, the tenderness of pas- 
sion, the brilliancy of wit, must give immediate pleasure. No man reasons concerning an- 
other’s beauty; but frequently concerning the justice or injustice of his actions. In every 
criminal trial the first object of the prisoner is to disprove the facts alleged, and deny the 
actions imputed to him: the second to prove, that, even if these actions were real, they 
might be justified, as innocent and lawful. It is confessedly by deductions of the under- 
standing, that the first point is ascertained: how can we suppose that a different faculty of 
the mind is employed in fixing the other? 

On the other hand, those who would resolve all moral determinations into sentiment, 
may endeavour to show, that it is impossible for reason ever to draw conclusions of this 
nature. To virtue, say they, it belongs to be amiable, and vice odious. This forms their very 
nature or essence. But can reason or argumentation distribute these different epithets to 
any subjects, and pronounce beforehand, that this must produce love, and that hatred? Or 
what other reason can we ever assign for these affections, but the original fabric and for- 
mation of the human mind, which is naturally adapted to receive them? 

The end of all moral speculations is to teach us our duty; and, by proper representa- 
tions of the deformity of vice and beauty of virtue, beget correspondent habits, and engage 
us to avoid the one, and embrace the other. But is this ever to be expected from inferences 
and conclusions of the understanding, which of themselves have no hold of the affections 
nor set in motion the active powers of men? They discover truths: but where the truths 
which they discover are indifferent, and beget no desire or aversion, they can have no in- 
fluence on conduct and behaviour. What is honourable, what is fair, what is becoming, 
what is noble, what is generous, takes possession of the heart, and animates us to embrace 
and maintain ic. What is intelligible, what is evident, what is probable, what is true, pro- 
cures only the cool assent of the understanding; and gratifying a speculative curiosity, puts 
an end to our researches. 

Extinguish all che warm feelings and prepossessions in favour of virtue, and all disgust 
or aversion to vice: render men totally indifferent towards these distinctions; and morality 
is no longer a practical study, nor has any tendency to regulate our lives and actions. 

These arguments on each side (and many more might be produced) are so plausible, 
that I am apt to suspect, they may, the one as well as the other, be solid and satisfactory, 
and that reason and sentiment concur in almost all moral determinations and conclusions. 
The final sentence, it is probable, which pronounces characters and actions amiable or 
odious, praise-worthy or blameable; that which stamps on them the mark of honour or 
infamy, approbation or censure; that which renders morality an active principle and con- 
stitutes virtue our happiness, and vice our misery: it is probable, I say, that chis final sen- 
tence depends on some internal sense or feeling, which nature has made universal in the 
whole species. For what else can have an influence of this nature? But in order to pave 
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the way for such a sentiment, and give a proper discernment of its object, it is often nec- 
essary, we find, that much reasoning should precede, that nice distinctions be made, just 
conclusions drawn, distant comparisons formed, complicated relations examined, and 
general facts fixed and ascertained. Some species of beauty, especially the natural kinds, 
on their first appearance, command our affection and approbation; and where they fail of 
this effect, it is impossible for any reasoning to redress their influence, or adapt them 
better to our taste and sentiment. But in many orders of beauty, particularly those of the 
finer arts, it is requisite to employ much reasoning, in order to feel the proper sentiment; 
and a false relish may frequently be corrected by argument and reflection. There are just 
grounds to conclude, that moral beauty partakes much of this latter species, and de- 
mands the assistance of our intellectual faculties, in order to give it a suitable influence 
on the human mind. 

But though this question, concerning the general principles of morals, be curious and 
important, it is needless for us, at present, to employ farther care in our researches con- 
cerning it. For if we can be so happy, in the course of this enquiry, as to discover the true 
origin of morals, it will then easily appear how far either sentiment or reason enters into 
all determinations of this nature.' In order to attain this purpose, we shall endeavour to 
follow a very simple method: we shall analyse that complication of mental qualities, which 
form what, in common life, we call Personal Merit: we shall consider every attribute of the 
mind, which renders a man an object either of esteem and affection, or of hatred and con- 
tempt; every habit or sentiment or faculty, which, if ascribed to any person, implies either 
praise or blame, and may enter into any panegyric or satire of his character and manners. 
The quick sensibility, which, on this head, is so universal among mankind, gives a philoso- 
pher sufficient assurance, that he can never be considerably mistaken in framing the cata- 
logue, or incur any danger of misplacing the objects of his contemplation: he needs only 
enter into his own breast for a moment, and consider whether or not he should desire to 
have this or that quality ascribed to him, and whether such or such an imputation would 
proceed from a friend or an enemy. The very nature of language guides us almost infalli- 
bly in forming a judgement of this nature; and as every tongue possesses one set of words 
which are taken in a good sense, and another in the opposite, the least acquaintance with 
the idiom suffices, without any reasoning, to direct us in collecting and arranging the es- 
timable or blameable qualities of men. The only object of reasoning is to discover the cir- 
cumstances on both sides, which are common to these qualities; to observe that particular 
in which the estimable qualities agree on the one hand, and the blameable on the other; 
and thence to reach the foundation of ethics, and find those universal principles, from 
which all censure or approbation is ultimately derived. As this is a question of fact, not of 
abstract science, we can only expect success, by following the experimental method, and 
deducing general maxims from a comparison of particular instances. The other scientific 
method, where a general abstract principle is first established, and is afterwards branched 
out into a variety of inferences and conclusions, may be more perfect in itself, but suits 
less the imperfection of human nature, and is a common source of illusion and mistake in 
this as well as in other subjects. Men are now cured of their passion for hypotheses and 
systems in natural philosophy, and will hearken to no arguments but those which are de- 
rived from experience. It is full time they should attempt a like reformation in all moral 
disquisitions; and reject every system of ethics, however subtle or ingenious, which is not 
founded on fact and observation. 

We shall begin our enquiry on this head by the consideration of the social virtues, 
Benevolence and Justice. The explication of them will probably give us an opening by 
which the others may be accounted for. 
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SECTION II 


Of Benevolence 


Pant 


IT may be esteemed, perhaps, a superfluous task to prove, that the benevolent or softer 
affections are estimable; and wherever they appear, engage the approbation and good-will 
of mankind. The epithets sociable, good-natured, humane, merciful, grateful, friendly, generous, 
beneficent, or their equivalents, are known in all languages, and universally express the high- 
est merit, which buman nature is capable of attaining. Where these amiable qualities are 
attended with birth and power and eminent abilities, and display themselves in the good 
government or useful instruction of mankind, they seem even to raise the possessors of 
them above the rank of human nature, and make them approach in some measure to the di- 
vine. Exalted capacity, undaunted courage, prosperous success; these may only expose a 
hero or politician to the envy and ill-will of the public: but as soon as the praises are added 
of humane and beneficent; when instances are displayed of lenity, tenderness or friendship; 
envy itself is silent, or joins the general voice of approbation and applause. 

When Pericles, the great Athenian statesman and general, was on his death-bed, his 
surrounding friends, deeming him now insensible, began to indulge their sorrow for their 
expiring patron, by enumerating his great qualities and successes, his conquests and vic- 
tories, the unusual length of his administration, and his nine trophies erected over the en- 
emies of the republic. You forget, cries the dying hero, who had heard all, you forget the most 
eminent of my praises, while you dwell so much on those vulgar advantages, in which fortune had a 
principal shave. You have not observed that no citizen has ever yet worne mourning on my account.’ 

In men of more ordinary talents and capacity, the social virtues become, if possible, still 
more essentially requisite; there being nothing eminent, in chat case, to compensate for 
the want of them, or preserve the person from our severest hatred, as well as contempt. A 
high ambition, an elevated courage, is apt, says Cicero, in less perfect characters, to de- 
generate into a turbulent ferocity. The more social and softer virtues are there chiefly to be 
regarded. These are always good and amiable.’ 

The principal advantage, which Juvenal discovers in the extensive capacity of the 
human species, is that it renders our benevolence also more extensive, and gives us larger 
opportunities of spreading our kindly influence than what are indulged to the inferior cre- 
ation.’ It must, indeed, be confessed, that by doing good only, can a man truly enjoy the 
advantages of being eminent. His exalted station, of itself but the more exposes him to 
danger and tempest. His sole prerogative is to afford shelter to inferiors, who repose them- 
selves under his cover and protection. 

But I forget, chat it is not my present business to recommend generosity and benevo- 
lence, or to paint, in their true colours, all the genuine charms of the social virtues. These, 
indeed, sufficiently engage every heart, on the first apprehension of them; and it is diffi- 
cult to abstain from some sally of panegyric, as often as they occur in discourse or reason- 
ing. But our object here being more the speculative, than the practical part of morals, it 
will suffice to remark, (what will readily, I believe, be allowed) that no qualities are more 
intitled to the general good-will and approbation of mankind than beneficence and hu- 
manity, friendship and gratitude, natural affection and public spirit, or whatever proceeds 
from a tender sympathy with others, and a generous concern for our kind and species. 
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These wherever they appear, seem to transfuse themselves, in a manner, into each beholder, 
and to call forth, in their own behalf, the same favourable and affectionate sentiments, 
which they exert on all around. 


Part II 


We may observe that, in displaying the praises of any humane, beneficent man, there 
is one circumstance which never fails to be amply insisted on, namely, the happiness and 
satisfaction, derived to society from his intercourse and good offices. To his parents, we are 
apt to say, he endears himself by his pious attachment and duteous care still more than by 
the connexions of nature. His children never feel his authority, but when employed for 
their advantage. With him, the ties of love are consolidated by beneficence and friendship. 
The ties of friendship approach, in a fond observance of each obliging office, to those of 
love and inclination. His domestics and dependants have in him a sure resource; and no 
longer dread the power of fortune, but so far as she exercises it over him. From him the 
hungry receive food, the naked clothing, the ignorant and slothful skill and industry. Like 
the sun, an inferior minister of providence he cheers, invigorates, and sustains the sur- 
rounding world. 

If confined to private life, the sphere of his activity is narrower; but his influence is all 
benign and gentle. If exalted into a higher station, mankind and posterity reap the fruit 
of his labours. 

As these topics of praise never fail to be employed, and with success, where we would 
inspire esteem for any one; may it not thence be concluded, that the utility, resulting from 
the social virtues, forms, at least, a part of their merit, and is one source of that approba- 
tion and regard so universally paid to them? 

When we recommend even an animal or a plant as useful and beneficial, we give it an ap- 
plause and recommendation suited to its nature. As, on the other hand, reflection on the 
baneful influence of any of these inferior beings always inspires us with the sentiment of 
aversion. The eye is pleased with the prospect of corn-fields and loaded vineyards; horses 
grazing, and flocks pasturing: but flies the view of briars and brambles, affording shelter 
to wolves and serpents. 

A machine, a piece of furniture, a vestment, a house well contrived for use and conve- 
niency, is so far beautiful, and is contemplated with pleasure and approbation. An experi- 
enced eye is here sensible to many excellencies, which escape persons ignorant and unin- 
structed. 

Can anything stronger be said in praise of a profession, such as merchandize or manu- 
facture, than to observe the advantages which it procures to society; and is not a monk and 
inquisitor enraged when we treat his order as useless or pernicious to mankind? 

The historian exults in displaying the benefit arising from his labours. The writer of 
romance alleviates or denies the bad consequences ascribed to his manner of composition. 

In general, what praise is implied in the simple epithet useful! What reproach in the 
contrary! 

Your Gods, says Cicero,’ in opposition to the Epicureans, cannot justly claim any wor- 
ship or adoration, with whatever imaginary perfections you may suppose them endowed. 
They are totally useless and inactive. Even the Egyptians, whom you so much ridicule, 
never consecrated any animal but on account of its utility. 

The sceptics assert,° though absurdly, that the origin of all religious worship was de- 
rived from the utility of inanimate objects, as the sun and moon, to the support and well- 
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being of mankind. This is also the common reason assigned by historians, for the deifica- 
tion of eminent heroes and legislators.’ 

To plant a tree, to cultivate a field, to beget children; meritorious acts, according to the 
religion of Zoroaster. 

In all determinations of morality, this circumstance of public utility is ever principally 
in view; and wherever disputes arise, either in philosophy or common life, concerning the 
bounds of duty, the question cannot, by any means, be decided with greater certainty, than 
by ascertaining, on any side, the true interests of mankind. If any false opinion, embraced 
from appearances, has been found to prevail; as soon as farther experience and sounder rea- 
soning have given us juster notions of human affairs, we retract our first sentiment, and 
adjust anew the boundaries of moral good and evil. 

Giving alms to common beggars is naturally praised; because it seems to carry relief to 
the distressed and indigent: but when we observe the encouragement thence arising to 
idleness and debauchery, we regard that species of charity rather as a weakness than a 
virtue. 

Tyrannicide, or the assassination of usurpers and oppressive princes, was highly extolled 
in ancient times; because it both freed mankind from many of these monsters, and 
seemed to keep the others in awe, whom the sword or poinard could not reach. But his- 
tory and experience having since convinced us, that this practice increases the jealousy 
and cruelty of princes, a Timoleon and a Brutus, though treated with indulgence on ac- 
count of the prejudices of their times, are now considered as very improper models for 
imitation. 

Liberality in princes is regarded as a mark of beneficence, but when it occurs, that the 
homely bread of the honest and industrious is often thereby converted into delicious cates 
for the idle and the prodigal, we soon retract our heedless praises. The regrets of a prince, 
for having lost a day, were noble and generous: but had he intended to have spent it in 
acts of generosity to his greedy courtiers, it was better lost than misemployed after that 
manner. 

Luxury, or a refinement on the pleasures and conveniencies of life, had long been sup- 
posed the source of every corruption in government, and the immediate cause of faction, 
sedition, civil wars, and the total loss of liberty. It was, therefore, universally regarded 
as a vice, and was an object of declamation to all satirists, and severe moralists. Those, 
who prove, or attempt to prove, that such refinements rather tend to the increase of in- 
dustry, civility, and arts regulate anew our moral as well as political sentiments, and rep- 
resent, as laudable or innocent, what had formerly been regarded as pernicious and 
blameable. 

Upon the whole, then, it seems undeniable, that nothing can bestow more merit on any 
human creature than the sentiment of benevolence in an eminent degree; and that a part, 
at least, of its merit arises from its tendency to promote the interests of our species, and 
bestow happiness on human society. We carry our view into the salutary consequences of 
such a character and disposition; and whatever has so benign an influence, and forwards so 
desirable an end, is beheld with complacency and pleasure. The social virtues are never re- 
garded without their beneficial tendencies, nor viewed as barren and unfruitful. The hap- 
piness of mankind, che order of society, the harmony of families, the mutual support of 
friends, are always considered as the result of their gentle dominion over the breasts of 
men. 

How considerable a part of their merit we ought to ascribe to their utility, will better 
appear from future disquisitions,* as well as the reason, why this circumstance has such a 
command over our esteem and approbation.’ 
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SECTION III 


Of Justice 


Part I 


THAT Justice is useful to society, and consequently that part of its merit, at least, must arise 
from that consideration, it would be a superfluous undertaking to prove. That public util- 
ity is the so/e origin of justice, and that reflections on the beneficial consequences of this 
virtue are the so/e foundation of its merit; this proposition, being more curious and im- 
portant, will better deserve our examination and enquiry. 

Let us suppose that nature has bestowed on the human race such profuse abundance of 
all external conveniencies, that, without any uncertainty in the event, without any care or 
industry on our part, every individual finds himself fully provided with whatever his most 
voracious appetites can want, or luxurious imagination wish or desire. His natural beauty, 
we shall suppose, surpasses all acquired ornaments: the perpetual clemency of the seasons 
renders useless all clothes or covering: the raw herbage affords him the most delicious fare; 
the clear fountain, the richest beverage. No laborious occupation required: no tillage: no 
navigation. Music, poetry, and contemplation form his sole business: conversation, mirth, 
and friendship his sole amusement. 

It seems evident that, in such a happy state, every other social virtue would flourish, 
and receive tenfold increase; but the cautious, jealous virtue of justice would never once 
have been dreamed of. For what purpose make a partition of goods, where every one has 
already more than enough? Why give rise to property, where there cannot possibly be any 
injury? Why call this object mine, when upon the seizing of it by another, I need but 
stretch out my hand to possess myself of what is equally valuable? Justice, in that case, 
being totally useless, would be an idle ceremonial, and could never possibly have place in 
the catalogue of virtues. 

We see, even in the present necessitous condition of mankind, that, wherever any ben- 
efit is bestowed by nature in an unlimited abundance, we leave it always in common 
among the whole human race, and make no subdivisions of right and property. Water and 
air, though the most necessary of all objects, are not challenged as the property of indi- 
viduals; nor can any man commit injustice by the most lavish use and enjoyment of these 
blessings. In fertile extensive countries, with few inhabitants, land is regarded on the same 
footing. And no topic is so much insisted on by those, who defend the liberty of the seas, 
as the unexhausted use of them in navigation. Were the advantages, procured by naviga- 
tion, as inexhaustible, these reasoners had never had any adversaries to refute; nor had any 
claims ever been advanced of a separate, exclusive dominion over the ocean. 

It may happen, in some countries, at some periods, that there be established a property 
in water, none in land; if the latter be in greater abundance there can be used by the in- 
habitants, and the former be found, with difficulty, and in very small quantities. 

Again; suppose, that, though the necessities of human race continue the same as at pres- 
ent, yet the mind is so enlarged, and so replete with friendship and generosity, that every 
man has the utmost tenderness for every man, and feels no more concern for his own in- 
terest than for that of his fellows; it seems evident, that the use of justice would, in this 
case, be suspended by such an extensive benevolence, nor would the divisions and barriers 
of property and obligation have ever been thought of. Why should I bind another, by a 
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deed or promise, to do me any good office, when I know that he is already prompted, by 
the strongest inclination, to seek my happiness, and would, of himself, perform the de- 
sired service; except the hurt, he thereby receives, be greater than the benefit accruing to 
me? in which case, he knows, that, from my innate humanity and friendship, I should be 
the first to oppose myself to his imprudent generosity. Why raise land-marks between my 
neighbour’s field and mine, when my heart has made no division between our interests; 
but shares all his joys and sorrows with the same force and vivacity as if originally my own? 
Every man, upon this supposition, being a second self to another, would trust all his in- 
terests to the discretion of every man; without jealousy, without partition, without dis- 
tinction. And the whole human race would form only one family; where all would lie in 
common, and be used freely, without regard to property; but cautiously too, with as en- 
tire regard to the necessities of each individual, as if our own interests were most inti- 
mately concerned. 

In the present disposition of the human heart, it would, perhaps, be difficult to find 
complete instances of such enlarged affections; but still we may observe, that the case of 
families approaches towards it; and the stronger the mutual benevolence is among the in- 
dividuals, the nearer it approaches; till all distinction of property be, in a great measure, 
lost and confounded among them. Between married persons, the cement of friendship is 
by the laws supposed so strong as to abolish all division of possessions; and has often, in 
reality, the force ascribed to it. And it is observable, that, during the ardour of new en- 
thusiasms, when every principle is inflamed into extravagance, the community of goods 
has frequently been attempted; and nothing but experience of its inconveniences, from the 
returning or disguised selfishness of men, could make the imprudent fanatics adopt anew 
the ideas of justice and of separate property. So true is it, that this virtue derives its exis- 
tence entirely from its necessary wse to the intercourse and social state of mankind. 

To make this truth more evident, let us reserve the foregoing suppositions; and carry- 
ing everything to the opposite extreme, consider what would be the effect of these new 
situations. Suppose a society to fall into such want of all common necessaries, that the ut- 
most frugality and industry cannot preserve the greater number from perishing, and the 
whole from extreme misery; it will readily, I believe, be admitted, that the strict laws of 
justice are suspended, in such a pressing emergence, and give peace to the stronger mo- 
tives of necessity and self-preservation. Is it any crime, after a shipwreck, to seize what- 
ever means or instrument of safety one can lay hold of, without regard to former limita- 
tions of property? Or if a city besieged were perishing with hunger; can we imagine, that 
men will see any means of preservation before them, and lose their lives, from a scrupu- 
lous regard to what, in other situations, would be the rules of equity and justice? The use 
and tendency of that virtue is to procure happiness and security, by preserving order in so- 
ciety: but where the society is ready to perish from extreme necessity, no greater evil can 
be dreaded from violence and injustice; and every man may now provide for himself by all 
the means which prudence can dictate, or humanity permit. The public, even in less ur- 
gent necessities, opens granaries, without the consent of proprietors; as justly supposing, 
that the authority of magistracy may, consistent with equity, extend so far: but were any 
number of men to assemble, without the tie of laws or civil jurisdiction; would an equal 
partition of bread in a famine, though affected by power and even violence, be regarded as 
criminal or injurious? 

Suppose likewise, that it should be a virtuous man’s fate to fall into the society of ruf- 
fians, remote from the protection of laws and government; what conduct must he embrace 
in that melancholy situation? He sees such a desperate rapaciousness prevail; such a disre- 
gard to equity, such contempt of order, such stupid blindness to future consequences, as 
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must immediately have the most tragical conclusion, and must terminate in destruction 
to the greater number, and in a total dissolution of society to the rest. He, meanwhile, can 
have no other expedient than to arm himself, to whomever the sword he seizes, or the 
buckler, may belong: To make provision of all means of defence and security: And his par- 
ticular regard to justice being no longer of use to his own safety or that of others, he must 
consult the dictates of self-preservation alone, without concern for those who no longer 
merit his care and attention. 

When any man, even in political society, renders himself by his crimes, obnoxious to 
the public, he is punished by the laws in his goods and person; that is, the ordinary rules 
of justice are, with regard to him, suspended for a moment, and it becomes equitable to 
inflict on him, for the benefit of society, what otherwise he could not suffer without wrong 
or injury. 

The rage and violence of public war; what is it but a suspension of justice among the 
warring parties, who perceive, that this virtue is now no longer of any wse or advantage to 
them? The laws of war, which then succeed to those of equity and justice, are rules calcu- 
lated for the advantage and utility of that particular state, in which men are now placed. 
And were a civilized nation engaged with barbarians, who observed no rules even of war, 
the former must also suspend their observance of them, where they no longer serve to any 
purpose; and must render every action or rencounter as bloody and pernicious as possible 
to the first aggressors. 

Thus, the rules of equity or justice depend entirely on the particular state and condi- 
tion in which men are placed, and owe their origin and existence to that utility, which re- 
sults to the public from their strict and regular observance. Reverse, in any considerable 
circumstance, the condition of men: Produce extreme abundance or extreme necessity: Im- 
plant in the human breast perfect moderation and humanity, or perfect rapaciousness and 
malice: By rendering justice totally wse/ess, you thereby totally destroy its essence, and sus- 
pend its obligation upon mankind. 

The common situation of society is a medium amidst all these extremes. We are natu- 
rally partial to ourselves, and to our friends; but are capable of learning the advantage re- 
sulting from a more equitable conduct. Few enjoyments are given us from the open and 
liberal hand of nature; but by art, labour, and industry, we can extract them in great abun- 
dance. Hence the idea of property become necessary in all civil society: Hence justice de- 
rives its usefulness to the public: And hence alone arises its merit and moral obligation. 

These conclusions are so natural and obvious, that they have not escaped even the poets, 
in their descriptions of the felicity attending the golden age or the reign of Saturn. The 
seasons, in that first period of nature, were so temperate, if we credit these agreeable fic- 
tions, that there was no necessity for men to provide themselves with clothes and houses, 
as a security against the violence of heat and cold: The rivers flowed with wine and milk: 
The oaks yielded honey; and nature spontaneously produced her greatest delicacies. Nor 
were these the chief advantages of that happy age. Tempests were not alone removed from 
nature; but those more furious tempests were unknown to human breasts, which now cause 
such uproar, and engender such confusion. Avarice, ambition, cruelty, selfishness, were 
never heard of: Cordial affection, compassion, sympathy, were the only movements with 
which the mind was yet acquainted. Even the punctilious distinction of mine and thine was 
banished from among that happy race of mortals, and carried with it the very notion of 
property and obligation, justice and injustice. 

This poetical fiction of the golden age is, in some respects, of a piece with the philosophi- 
cal fiction of the state of nature; only that the former is represented as the most charming 
and most peaceable condition, which can possibly be imagined; whereas the latter is 
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painted out as a state of mutual war and violence, attended with the most extreme neces- 
sity. On the first origin of mankind, we are told, their ignorance and savage nature were 
so prevalent, that they could give no mutual trust, but must each depend upon himself 
and his own force or cunning for protection and security. No law was heard of: No rule of 
justice known: No distinction of property regarded: Power was the only measure of right; 
and a perpetual war of all against all was the result of men’s untamed selfishness and bar- 
barity."! 

Whether such a condition of human nature could ever exist, or if it did, could continue 
so long as to merit the appellation of a state, may justly be doubted. Men are necessarily 
born in a family-society, at least; and are trained up by their parents to some rule of con- 
duct and behaviour. But this must be admitted, that, if such a state of mutual war and vi- 
olence was ever real, the suspension of all laws of justice, from their absolute inutility, is 
a necessary and infallible consequence. 

The more we vary our views of human life, and the newer and more unusual the lights 
are in which we survey it, the more shall we be convinced, that the origin here assigned 
for the virtue of justice is real and satisfactory. 

Were there a species of creatures intermingled with men, which, though rational, were 
possessed of such inferior strength, both of body and mind, that they were incapable of all 
resistance, and could never, upon the highest provocation, make us feel the effects of their 
resentment; the necessary consequence, J think, is that we should be bound by the laws of 
humanity to give gentle usage to these creatures, but should not, properly speaking, lie 
under any restraint of justice with regard to them, nor could they possess any right or 
property, exclusive of such arbitrary lords. Our intercourse with them could not be called 
society, which supposes a degree of equality; but absolute command on the one side, and 
servile obedience on the other. Whatever we covet, they must instantly resign: Our per- 
mission is the only tenure, by which they hold their possessions: Our compassion and 
kindness the only check, by which they curb our lawless will: And as no inconvenience 
ever results from the exercise of a power, so firmly established in nature, the restraints of 
justice and property, being totally wse/ess, would never have place in so unequal a confed- 
eracy. 

This is plainly the situation of men, with regard to animals; and how far these may be 
said to possess reason, I leave it to others to determine. The great superiority of civilized 
Europeans above barbarous Indians, tempted us to imagine ourselves on the same footing 
with regard to them, and made us throw off all restraints of justice, and even of human- 
ity, in our treatment of them. In many nations, the female sex are reduced to like slavery, 
and are rendered incapable of all property, in opposition to their lordly masters. But 
though the males, when united, have in all countries bodily force sufficient to maintain 
this severe tyranny, yet such are the insinuation, address, and charms of their fair com- 
panions, that women are commonly able to break the confederacy, and share with the other 
sex in all the rights and privileges of society. 

Were the human species so framed by nature as that each individual possessed within 
himself every faculty, requisite both for his own preservation and for the propagation of 
his kind: Were all society and intercourse cut off between man and man, by the primary 
intention of the supreme Creator: It seems evident, that so solitary a being would be as 
much incapable of justice, as of social discourse and conversation. Where mutual regards 
and forbearance serve to no manner of purpose, they would never direct the conduct of any 
reasonable man. The headlong course of the passions would be checked by no reflection on 
future consequences. And as each man is here supposed to love himself alone, and to de- 
pend only on himself and his own activity for safety and happiness, he would, on every oc- 
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casion, to the utmost of his power, challenge the preference above every other being, to 
none of which he is bound by any ties, either of nature or of interest. 

But suppose the conjunction of the sexes to be established in nature, a family immedi- 
ately arises; and particular rules being found requisite for its subsistence, these are imme- 
diately embraced; though without comprehending the rest of mankind within their pre- 
scriptions. Suppose that several families unite together into one society, which is totally 
disjoined from all others, the rules, which preserve peace and order, enlarge themselves to 
the utmost extent of that society; but becoming then entirely useless, lose their force when 
carried one step farther. But again suppose, that several distinct societies maintain a kind 
of intercourse for mutual convenience and advantage, the boundaries of justice still grow 
larger, in proportion to the largeness of men’s views, and the force of their mutual con- 
nexions. History, experience, reason sufficiently instruct us in this natural progress of 
human sentiments, and in the gradual enlargement of our regards to justice, in proportion 
as we become acquainted with the extensive utility of that virtue. 


Part H 


If we examine the particular laws, by which justice is directed, and property determined; 
we shall still be presented with the same conclusion. The good of mankind is the only ob- 
ject of all chese laws and regulations. Not only it is requisite, for the peace and interest of 
society, that men’s possessions should be separated; but the rules, which we follow, in mak- 
ing the separation, are such as can best be contrived to serve farther the interests of so- 
ciety. 

We shall suppose that a creature, possessed of reason, but unacquainted with human 
nature, deliberates with himself what rules of justice or property would best promote pub- 
lic interest, and establish peace and security among mankind: His most obvious thought 
would be, to assign the largest possessions to the most extensive virtue, and give every one 
the power of doing good, proportioned to his inclination. In a perfect theocracy, where a 
being, infinitely intelligent, governs by particular volitions, this rule would certainly have 
place, and might serve to the wisest purposes: But were mankind to execute such a law; 
so great is the uncertainty of merit, both from its natural obscurity, and from the self- 
conceit of each individual, that no determinate rule of conduct would ever result from it; 
and the total dissolution of society must be the immediate consequence. Fanatics may sup- 
pose, that dominion is founded on grace, and that saints alone inherit the earth; but the civil mag- 
istrate very justly puts these sublime theorists on the same footing with common robbers, 
and teaches them by the severest discipline, that a rule, which, in speculation, may seem 
the most advantageous to society, may yet be found, in practice, totally pernicious and de- 
structive. 

That there were religious fanatics of this kind in England, during the civil wars, we learn 
from history; though it is probable, that the obvious tendency of these principles excited 
such horror in mankind, as soon obliged the dangerous enthusiasts to renounce, or at least 
conceal their tenets. Perhaps the /evel/ers, who claimed an equal distribution of property, 
were a kind of political fanatics, which arose from the religious species, and more openly 
avowed their pretensions; as carrying a more plausible appearance, of being practicable in 
themselves, as well as useful to human society. 

It must, indeed, be confessed, that nature is so liberal to mankind, that, were all her 
presents equally divided among the species, and improved by art and industry, every in- 
dividual would enjoy all the necessaries, and even most of the comforts of life; nor would 
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ever be liable to any ills, but such as might accidentally arise from the sickly frame and 
constitution of his body. It must also be confessed, that, wherever we depart from this 
equality, we rob the poor of more satisfaction than we add to the rich, and that the slight 
gratification of a frivolous vanity, in one individual, frequently costs more than bread to 
many families, and even provinces. It may appear withal, that the rule of equality, as it 
would be highly wsefa/, is not altogether zmpracticable; but has taken place, at least in an 
imperfect degree, in some republics; particularly that of Sparta; where it was attended, it 
is said, with the most beneficial consequences. Not to mention that the Agrarian laws, so 
frequently claimed in Rome, and carried into execution in many Greek cities, proceeded, 
all of them, from a general idea of the utility of this principle. 

But historians, and even common sense, may inform us, that however specious these 
ideas of perfect equality may seem, they are really, at bottom, zmpracticable; and were they 
not so, would be extremely pernicious to human society. Render possessions ever so equal, 
men’s different degrees of art, care, and industry will immediately break that equality. Or 
if you check these virtues, you reduce society to the most extreme indigence; and instead 
of preventing want and beggary in a few, render it unavoidable to the whole community. 
The most rigorous inquisition too is requisite to watch every inequality on its first ap- 
pearance; and the most severe jurisdiction, to punish and redress it. But besides, that so 
much authority must soon degenerate into tyranny, and be exerted with great partialities; 
who can possibly be possessed of it, in such a situation as is here supposed? Perfect qual- 
ity of possessions, destroying all subordination, weakens extremely the authority of mag- 
istracy, and must reduce all power nearly to a level, as well as property. 

We may conclude, therefore, that, in order to establish laws for the regulation of prop- 
erty, we must be acquainted with the nature and situation of man; must reject appearances, 
which may be false, though specious, and must search for those rules, which are, on the 
whole, most wseful and beneficial. Vulgar sense and slight experience are sufficient for this 
purpose; where men give not way to too selfish avidity, or too extensive enthusiasm. 

Who sees not, for instance, that whatever is produced or improved by a man’s art or in- 
dustry ought, for ever, to be secured to him, in order to give encouragement to such zse- 
ful habits and accomplishments? That the property ought also to descend to children and 
relations, for the same wsefu/ purpose? That it may be alienated by consent, in order to 
beget that commerce and intercourse, which is so beneficial to human society? And that all 
contracts and promises ought carefully to be fulfilled, in order to secure mutual trust and 
confidence, by which the general interest of mankind is so much promoted? 

Examine the writers on the laws of nature; and you will always find, that, whatever 
principles they set out with, they are sure to terminate here at last, and to assign, as the 
ultimate reason for every rule which they establish, the convenience and necessities of 
mankind. A concession thus extorted, in opposition to systems, has more authority than 
if it has been made in prosecution of them. 

What other reason, indeed, could writers ever give, why this must be mine and that 
yours; since uninstructed nature surely never made any such distinction? The objects which 
receive those appellations are, of themselves, foreign to us; they are totally disjoined and 
separated from us; and nothing but the general interests of society can form the connex- 
ion. 

Sometimes the interests of society may require a rule of justice in a particular case; but 
may not determine any particular rule, among several, which are all equally beneficial. In 
that case, the slightest analogies are laid hold of, in order to prevent that indifference and 
ambiguity, which would be the source of perpetual dissension. Thus possession alone, and 
first possession, is supposed to convey property, where no body else has any preceding 
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claim and pretension. Many of the reasonings of lawyers are of this analogical nature, and 
depend on very slight connexions of the imagination. 

Does any one scruple, in extraordinary cases, to violate all regard to the private prop- 
erty of individuals, and sacrifice to public interest a distinction, which had been estab- 
lished for the sake of that interest? The safety of the people is the supreme law: All other 
particular laws are subordinate to it, and dependent on it: And if, in the common course of 
things, they be followed and regarded; it is only because the public safety and interest com- 
monly demand so equal and impartial an administration. 

Sometimes both wtz/ity and analogy fail, and leave the laws of justice in total uncertainty. 
Thus, it is highly requisite, that prescription or long possession should convey property; 
but what number of days or months or years should be sufficient for that purpose, it is im- 
possible for reason alone to determine. Civil laws here supply the place of the natural code, 
and assign different terms for prescription, according to the different w#ilities, proposed by 
the legislator. Bills of exchange and promissory notes, by the laws of most countries, pre- 
scribe sooner than bonds, and mortgages, and contracts of a more formal nature. 

In general we may observe that all questions of property are subordinate to the au- 
thority of civil laws, which extend, restrain, modify, and alter the rules of natural justice, 
according to the particular convenience of each community. The laws have, or ought to have, 
a constant reference to the constitution of government, the manners, the climate, the re- 
ligion, the commerce, the situation of each society. A late author of genius, as well as learn- 
ing, has prosecuted this subject at large, and has established, from these principles, a sys- 
tem of political knowledge, which abounds in ingenious and brilliant thoughts, and is not 
wanting in solidity.” 

What is a man’s property? Anything which it is lawful for him, and for him alone, to use. 
But what rule have we, by which we can distinguish these objects? Here we must have recourse 
to statutes, customs, precedents, analogies, and a hundred other circumstances; some of 
which are constant and inflexible, some variable and arbitrary. But the ultimate point, in 
which they all professedly terminate, is the interest and happiness of human society. 
Where this enters not into consideration, nothing can appear more whimsical, unnatural, 
and even superstitious, than all or most of the laws of justice and of property. 

Those who ridicule vulgar superstitions, and expose the folly of particular regards to 
meats, days, places, postures, apparel, have an easy task; while they consider all the qual- 
ities and relations of the objects, and discover no adequate cause for that affection or an- 
tipathy, veneration or horror, which have so mighty an influence over a considerable part 
of mankind. A Syrian would have starved rather than taste pigeon; an Egyptian would not 
have approached bacon: But if these species of food be examined by the senses of sight, 
smell, or taste, or scrutinized by the sciences of chemistry, medicine, or physics, no dif- 
ference is ever found between them and any other species, nor can that precise circum- 
stance be pitched on, which may afford a just foundation for the religious passion. A fowl 
on Thursday is lawful food; on Friday abominable: Eggs in this house and in this diocese, 
are permitted during Lent; a hundred paces farther, to eat them is a damnable sin. This 
earth or building, yesterday was profane; to-day, by the muttering of certain words, it has 
become holy and sacred. Such reflections as these, in the mouth of a philosopher, one may 
safely say, are too obvious to have any influence; because they must always, to every man, 
occur at first sight; and where they prevail not, of themselves, they are surely obstructed 
by education, prejudice, and passion, not by ignorance or mistake. 

It may appear to a careless view, or rather a too abstracted reflection, that there enters 
a like superstition into all the sentiments of justice; and that, if a man expose its object, 
or what we call property, to the same scrutiny of sense and science, he will not, by the most 
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accurate enquiry, find any foundation for the difference made by moral sentiment. I may 
lawfully nourish myself from this tree; but the fruit of another of the same species, ten 
paces off, it is criminal for me to touch. Had I worn this apparel an hour ago, I had mer- 
ited the severest punishment; but a man, by pronouncing a few magical syllables, has now 
rendered it fit for my use and service. Were this house placed in the neighbouring terri- 
tory, it had been immoral for me to dwell in it; but being built on this side the river, it is 
subject to a different municipal law, and by its becoming mine I incur no blame or cen- 
sure. The same species of reasoning it may be thought, which so successfully exposes su- 
perstition, is also applicable to justice; nor is it possible, in the one case more than in the 
other, to point out, in the object, that precise quality or circumstance, which is the foun- 
dation of the sentiment. 

But there is this material difference between superstition and justice, that the former is 
frivolous, useless, and burdensome; the latter is absolutely requisite to the well-being of 
mankind and existence of society. When we abstract from this circumstance (for it is too 
apparent ever to be overlooked) it must be confessed, that all regards co right and prop- 
erty, seem entirely without foundation, as much as the grossest and most vulgar supersti- 
tion. Were the interests of society nowise concerned, it is as unintelligible why another's 
articulating certain sounds implying consent, should change the nature of my actions with 
regard to a particular object, as why the reciting of a liturgy by a priest, in a certain habit 
and posture, should dedicate a heap of brick and timber, and render it, thenceforth and for 
ever, sacred.” 

These reflections are far from weakening the obligations of justice, or diminishing any- 
thing from the most sacred attention to property. On the contrary, such sentiments must 
acquire new force from the present reasoning. For what stronger foundation can be desired 
or conceived for any duty, than to observe, that human society, or even human nature, 
could not subsist without the establishment of it; and will still arrive at greater degrees 
of happiness and perfection, the more inviolable the regard is, which is paid to that duty? 

The dilemma seems obvious: As justice evidently tends to promote public utility and 
to support civil society, the sentiment of justice is either derived from our reflecting on 
that tendency, or like hunger, thirst, and other appetites, resentment, love of life, attach- 
ment to offspring, and other passions, arises from a simple original instinct in the human 
breast, which nature has implanted for like salutary purposes. If the latter be the case, it 
follows, that property, which is the object of justice, is also distinguished by a simple orig- 
inal instinct, and is not ascertained by any argument or reflection. But who is there that 
ever heard of such an instinct? Or is this a subject in which new discoveries can be made? 
We may as well expect to discover, in the body, new senses, which had before escaped the 
observation of all mankind. 

But farther, though it seems a very simple proposition to say, that nature, by an in- 
stinctive sentiment, distinguishes property, yet in reality we shall find, that there are re- 
quired for that purpose ten thousand different instincts, and these employed about objects 
of the greatest intricacy and nicest discernment. For when a definition of property is re- 
quired, that relation is found to resolve itself into any possession acquired by occupation, 
by industry, by prescription, by inheritance, by contract, &c. Can we think that nature, by 
an original instinct, instructs us in all chese methods of acquisition? 

These words, too, inheritance and contract, stand for ideas infinitely complicated; and 
to define them exactly, a hundred volumes of laws, and a thousand volumes of commen- 
tators, have not been found sufficient. Does nature, whose instincts in men are all simple, 
embrace such complicated and artificial objects, and create a rational creature, without 
trusting anything to the operation of his reason? 
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But even though all this were admitted, it would not be satisfactory. Positive laws can 
certainly transfer property. Is it by another original instinct, that we recognize the au- 
thority of kings and senates, and mark all the boundaries of their jurisdiction? Judges too, 
even though their sentence be erroneous and illegal, must be allowed, for the sake of peace 
and order, to have decisive authority, and ultimately to determine property. Have we orig- 
inal innate ideas of praetors and chancellors and juries? Who sees not, that all these insti- 
tutions arise merely from the necessities of human society? 

All birds of the same species in every age and country, build their nests alike: In this 
we see the force of instinct. Men, in different times and places, frame their houses differ- 
ently: Here we perceive the influence of reason and custom. A like inference may be drawn 
from comparing the instinct of generation and the institution of property. 

How great soever the variety of municipal laws, it must be confessed, that their chief 
out-lines pretty regularly concur; because the purposes, to which they tend, are everywhere 
exactly similar. In like manner, all houses have a roof and walls, windows and chimneys; 
though diversified in their shape, figure, and materials. The purposes of the !atter, directed 
to the conveniencies of human life, discover not more plainly their origin from reason and 
reflection, than do those of the former, which point all to a like end. 

I need not mention the variations, which all the rules of property receive from the finer 
turns and connexions of the imagination, and from the subtilities and abstractions of law- 
topics and reasonings. There is no possibility of reconciling this observation to the notion 
of original instincts. 

What alone will beget a doubt concerning the theory, on which I insist, is the influ- 
ence of education and acquired habits, by which we are so accustomed to blame injustice, 
that we are not, in every instance, conscious of any immediate reflection on the pernicious 
consequences of it. The views the most familiar to us are apt, for that very reason, to es- 
cape us; and what we have very frequently performed from certain motives, we are apt like- 
wise to continue mechanically, without recalling, on every occasion, the reflections, which 
first determined us. The convenience, or rather necessity, which leads to justice is so uni- 
versal, and everywhere points so much to the same rules, that the habit takes place in all 
societies; and it is not without some scrutiny, that we are able to ascertain its true origin. 
The matter, however, is not so obscure, but that even in common life we have every mo- 
ment recourse to the principle of public utility, and ask, What must become of the world, if 
such practices prevail? How could society subsist under such disorders? Were the distinction or 
separation of possessions entirely useless, can any one conceive, that it ever should have 
obtained in society? 

Thus we seem, upon the whole, to have attained a knowledge of the force of that prin- 
ciple here insisted on, and can determine what degree of esteem or moral approbation may 
result from reflections on public interest and utility. The necessity of justice to the sup- 
port of society is the sole foundation of that virtue; and since no moral excellence is more 
highly esteemed, we may conclude that this circumstance of usefulness has, in general, the 
strongest energy, and most entire command over our sentiments. It must, therefore, be the 
source of a considerable part of the merit ascribed to humanity, benevolence, friendship, 
public spirit, and other social virtues of that stamp; as it is the sole source of the moral ap- 
probation paid to fidelity, justice, veracity, integrity, and those other estimable and useful 
qualities and principles. It is entirely agreeable to the rules of philosophy, and even of com- 
mon reason; where any principle has been found to have a great force and energy in one 
instance, to ascribe to it a like energy in all similar instances. This indeed is Newton’s chief 
rule of philosophizing.™ 
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SECTION V 


Why Utility Pleases 


Pawi 


IT seems so natural a thought to ascribe to their utility the praise, which we bestow on the 
social virtues, that one would expect to meet with this principle everywhere in moral writ- 
ers, as the chief foundation of their reasoning and enquiry. In common life, we may ob- 
serve, that the circumstance of utility is always appealed to; nor is it supposed, that a 
greater eulogy can be given to any man, than to display his usefulness to the public, and 
enumerate the services, which he has performed to mankind and society. What praise, even 
of an inanimate form, if the regularity and elegance of its parts destroy not its fitness for 
any useful purpose! And how satisfactory an apology for any disproportion or seeming de- 
formity, if we can show the necessity of that particular construction for the use intended! 
A ship appears more beautiful to an artist, or one moderately skilled in navigation, where 
its prow is wide and swelling beyond its poop, than if it were framed with a precise geo- 
metrical regularity, in contradiction to all the laws of mechanics. A building, whose doors 
and windows were exact squares, would hurt the eye by that very proportion; as ill adapted 
to the figure of a human creature, for whose service the fabric was intended. What won- 
der then, that a man, whose habits and conduct are hurtful to society, and dangerous or 
pernicious to every one who has an intercourse with him, should, on that account, be an 
object of disapprobation, and communicate to every spectator the strongest sentiment of 
disgust and hatred.” 

But perhaps the difficulty of accounting for these effects of usefulness, or its contrary, 
has kept philosophers from admitting them into their systems of ethics, and has induced 
them rather to employ any other principle, in explaining the origin of moral good and 
evil. But it is no just reason for rejecting any principle, confirmed by experience, that we 
cannot give a satisfactory account of its origin, nor are able to resolve it into other more 
general principles. And if we would employ a little thought on the present subject, we 
need be at no loss to account for the influence of utility, and to deduce it from principles, 
the most known and avowed in human nature. 

From the apparent usefulness of the social virtues, it has readily been inferred by scep- 
tics, both ancient and modern, that all mora! distinctions arise from education, and were, 
at first, invented, and afterwards encouraged, by the art of politicians, in order to render 
men tractable, and subdue their natural ferocity and selfishness, which incapacitated them 
for society. This principle, indeed, of precept and education, must so far be owned to have 
a powerful influence, that it may frequently increase or diminish, beyond their natural 
standard, the sentiments of approbation or dislike; and may even, in particular instances, 
create, without any natural principle, a new sentiment of this kind; as is evident in all su- 
perstitious practices and observances: But that a// moral affection or dislike arises from 
this origin, will never surely be allowed by any judicious enquirer. Had nature made no 
such distinction, founded on the original constitution of the mind, the words, honourable 
and shameful, lovely and odious, noble and despicable, had never had place in any language; nor 
could politicians, had they invented these terms, ever have been able to render them in- 
telligible, or make them convey any idea to the audience. So that nothing can be more su- 
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perficial than this paradox of the sceptics; and it were well, if, in the abstruser studies of 
logic and metaphysics, we could as easily obviate the cavils of that sect, as in the practi- 
cal and more intelligible sciences of politics and morals. 

The social virtues must, therefore, be allowed to have a natural beauty and amiableness, 
which, at first, antecedent to all precept or education, recommends them to the esteem of 
uninstructed mankind, and engages their affections. And as the public utility of these 
virtues is the chief circumstance, whence they derive their merit, it follows, that the end, 
which they have a tendency to promote, must be some way agreeable to us, and take hold 
of some natural affection. It must please, either from considerations of self-interest, or from 
more generous motives and regards. 

It has often been asserted, that, as every man has a strong connexion with society, and 
perceives the impossibility of his solitary subsistence, he becomes, on that account, 
favourable to all those habits or principles, which promote order in society, and insure to 
him the quiet possession of so inestimable a blessing. As much as we value our own hap- 
piness and welfare, as much must we applaud the practice of justice and humanity, by 
which alone the social confederacy can be maintained, and every man reap the fruits of mu- 
tual protection and assistance. 

This deduction of morals from self-love, or a regard to private interest, is an obvious 
thought, and has not arisen wholly from the wanton sallies and sportive assaults of the 
sceptics. To mention no others, Polybius, one of the gravest and most judicious, as well as 
most moral writers of antiquity, has assigned this selfish origin to all our sentiments of 
virtue.'° But though the solid practical sense of that author, and his aversion to all vain 
subtilties, render his authority on the present subject very considerable; yet is not this an 
affair to be decided by authority, and the voice of nature and experience seems plainly to 
oppose the selfish theory. 

We frequently bestow praise on virtuous actions, performed in very distant ages and re- 
mote countries; where the utmost subtilty of imagination would not discover any appear- 
ance of self-interest, or find any connexion of our present happiness and security with 
events so widely separated from us. 

A generous, a brave, a noble deed, performed by an adversary, commands our approbation; 
while in its consequences it may be acknowledged prejudicial to our particular interest. 

Where private advantage concurs with general affection for virtue, we readily perceive 
and avow the mixture of these distinct sentiments, which have a very different feeling and 
influence on the mind. We praise, perhaps, with more alacrity, where the generous humane 
action contributes to our particular interest: But the topics of praise, which we insist on, 
are very wide of this circumstance. And we may attempt to bring over others to our sen- 
timents, without endeavouring to convince them, that they reap any advantage from the 
actions which we recommend to their approbation and applause. 

Frame the model of a praiseworthy character, consisting of all the most amiable moral 
virtues: Give instances, in which these display themselves after an eminent and extraordi- 
nary manner: You readily engage the esteem and approbation of all your audience, who 
never so much as enquire in what age and country the person lived, who possessed these 
noble qualities: A circumstance, however, of all others, the most material to self-love, or 
a concern for our own individual happiness. 

Once on a time, a statesman, in the shock and contest of parties, prevailed so far as to 
procure, by his eloquence, the banishment of an able adversary; whom he secretly followed, 
offering him money for his support during his exile, and soothing him with topics of con- 
solation in his misfortunes. A/as/ cries the banished statesman, with what regret must I leave 
my friends in this city, where even enemies are go generous! Virtue, though in an enemy, here 
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pleased him: And we also give it the just tribute of praise and approbation; nor do we re- 
tract these sentiments, when we hear, that the action passed at Athens, about two thou- 
sand years ago, and that the persons names were Eschines and Demosthenes. 

What is that to me? There are few occasions, when this question is not pertinent: And 
had it that universal, infallible influence supposed, it would turn into ridicule every com- 
position, and almost every conversation, which contain any praise or censure of men and 
manners. 

It is but a weak subterfuge, when pressed by these facts and arguments, to say, that we 
transport ourselves, by the force of imagination, into distant ages and countries, and con- 
sider the advantage, which we should have reaped from these characters, had we been con- 
temporaries, and had any commerce with the persons. It is not conceivable, how a real sen- 
timent or passion can ever arise from a known imaginary interest; especially when our real 
interest is still kept in view, and is often acknowledged to be entirely distinct from the 
imaginary, and even sometimes opposite to it. 

A man, brought to the brink of a precipice, cannot look down without trembling; and 
the sentiment of imaginary danger actuates him, in opposition to the opinion and belief of 
real safety. But the imagination is here assisted by the presence of a striking object; and 
yet prevails not, except it be also aided by novelty, and the unusual appearance of the ob- 
ject. Custom soon reconciles us to heights and precipices, and wears off these false and 
delusive terrors. The reverse is observable in the estimates which we form of characters and 
manners; and the more we habituate ourselves to an accurate scrutiny of morals, the more 
delicate feeling do we acquire of the most minute distinctions between vice and virtue. 
Such frequent occasion, indeed, have we, in common life, to pronounce all kinds of moral 
determinations, that no object of this kind can be new or unusual to us; nor could any false 
views or prepossessions maintain their ground against an experience, so common and fa- 
miliar. Experience being chiefly what forms the associations of ideas, it is impossible that 
any association could establish and support itself, in direct opposition to that principle. 

Usefulness is agreeable, and engages our approbation. This is a matter of fact, confirmed 
by daily observation. But, useful? For what? For somebody's interest, surely. Whose inter- 
est then? Not our own only: For our approbation frequently extends farther. It must, there- 
fore, be the interest of those, who are served by the character or action approved of; and 
these we may conclude, however remote, are not totally indifferent to us. By opening up 
this principle, we shall discover one great source of moral distinctions. 


Parr I] 


Self-love is a principle in human nature of such extensive energy, and the interest of 
each individual is, in general, so closely connected with that of the community, that those 
philosophers were excusable, who fancied that all our concern for the public might be re- 
solved into a concern for our own happiness and preservation. They saw every moment, in- 
stances of approbation or blame, satisfaction or displeasure towards characters and actions; 
they denominated the objects of these sentiments, v7rtues, or vices; they observed, that the 
former had a tendency to increase the happiness, and the latter the misery of mankind; 
they asked, whether it were possible that we could have any general concern for society, or 
any disinterested resentment of the welfare or injury of others; they found it simpler to 
consider all these sentiments as modifications of self-love; and they discovered a pretence, 
at least, for this unity of principle, in that close union of interest, which is so observable 
between the public and each individual. 


262 DAVID HUME 


But notwithstanding this frequent confusion of interests, it, is easy to attain what natu- 
ral philosophers, after Lord Bacon, have affected to call the experimentum crucis, or that ex- 
periment which points out the right way in any doubt or ambiguity. We have found in- 
stances, in which private interest was separate from public; in which it was even contrary: 
And yet we observed the moral sentiment to continue, notwithstanding this disjunction 
of interests. And wherever these distinct interests sensibly concurred, we always found a 
sensible increase of the sentiment, and a more warm affection to virtue, and detestation of 
vice, or what we properly call, gratitude and revenge. Compelled by these instances, we must 
renounce the theory, which accounts for every moral sentiment by the principle of self- 
love. We must adopt a more public affection, and allow, that the interests of society are 
not, even on their own account, entirely indifferent to us. Usefulness is only a tendency to 
a certain end; and it is a contradiction in terms, that anything pleases as means to an end, 
where the end itself no wise affects us. If usefulness, therefore, be a source of moral senti- 
ment, and if this usefulness be not always considered with a reference to self; it follows, 
that everything, which contributes to the happiness of society, recommends itself directly 
to our approbation and good-will. Here is a principle, which accounts, in great part, for 
the origin of morality: And what need we seek for abstruse and remote systems, when there 
occurs one so obvious and natural?” 

Have we any difficulty to comprehend the force of humanity and benevolence? Or to 
conceive, that the very aspect of happiness, joy, prosperity, gives pleasure; that of pain, suf- 
fering, sorrow, communicates uneasiness? The human countenance, says Horace,'* borrows 
smiles or tears from the human countenance. Reduce a person to solitude, and he loses all 
enjoyment, except either of the sensual or speculative kind; and that because the move- 
ments of his heart are not forwarded by correspondent movements in his fellow-creatures. 
The signs of sorrow and mourning, though arbitrary, affect us with melancholy; but the 
natural symptoms, tears and cries and groans, never fail to infuse compassion and uneasi- 
ness. And if the effects of misery touch us in so lively a manner; can we be supposed alto- 
gether insensible or indifferent towards its causes; when a malicious or treacherous char- 
acter and behaviour are presented to us? 

We enter, I shall suppose, into a convenient, warm, well-contrived apartment: We nec- 
essarily receive a pleasure from its very survey; because it presents us with the pleasing 
ideas of ease, satisfaction, and enjoyment. The hospitable, good-humoured, humane land- 
lord appears. This circumstance surely must embellish the whole; nor can we easily for- 
bear reflecting, with pleasure, on the satisfaction which results to every one from his in- 
tercourse and good-offices. 

His whole family, by the freedom, ease, confidence, and calm enjoyment, diffused over 
their countenances, sufficiently express their happiness. I have a pleasing sympathy in the 
prospect of so much joy, and can never consider the source of it, without the most agree- 
able emotions. 

He tells me, that an oppressive and powerful neighbour had attempted to dispossess 
him of his inheritance, and had long disturbed all his innocent and social pleasures. I feel 
an immediate indignation arise in me against such violence and injury. 

But it is no wonder, he adds, that a private wrong should proceed from a man, who had 
enslaved provinces, depopulated cities, and made the field and scaffold stream with human 
blood. I am struck with horror at the prospect of so much misery, and am actuated by the 
strongest antipathy against its author. 

In general, it is certain, that, wherever we go, whatever we reflect on or converse about, 
everything still presents us with the view of human happiness or misery, and excites in our 
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breast a sympathetic movement of pleasure or uneasiness. In our serious occupations, in 
our careless amusements, this principle still exerts its active energy. 

A man who enters the theatre, is immediately struck with the view of so great a mul- 
ticude, participating of one common amusement; and experiences, from their very aspect, 
a superior sensibility or disposition of being affected with every sentiment, which he shares 
with his fellow-creatures. 

He observes the actors to be animated by the appearance of a full audience, and raised 
to a degree of enthusiasm, which they cannot command in any arbitrary or calm moment. 

Every moment of the theatre, by a skilful poet, is communicated, as it were by magic, 
to the spectators; who weep, tremble, resent, rejoice, and are inflamed with all the variety 
of passions, which actuate the several personages of the drama. 

Where any event crosses our wishes, and interrupts the happiness of the favourite char- 
acters, we feel a sensible anxiety and concern. But where their sufferings proceed from the 
treachery, cruelty, or tyranny of an enemy, our breasts are affected with the liveliest re- 
sentment against the author of these calamities. 

It is here esteemed contrary to the rules of art to represent anything cool and indiffer- 
ent. A distant friend, or a confident, who has no immediate interest in the catastrophe, 
ought, if possible, to be avoided by the poet; as communicating a like indifference to the 
audience, and checking the progress of the passions. 

Few species of poetry are more entertaining than pastoral; and every one is sensible, that 
the chief source of its pleasure arises from those images of a gentle and tender tranquillity, 
which it represents in its personages, and of which it communicates a like sentiment to 
the reader. Sannazarius, who transferred the scene to the sea-shore, though he presented 
the most magnificent object in nature, is confessed to have erred in his choice. The idea of 
toil, labour, and danger, suffered by the fishermen, is painful; by an unavoidable sympa- 
thy, which attends every conception of human happiness or misery. 

When I was twenty, says a French poet, Ovid was my favourite: Now I am forty, I 
declare for Horace. We enter, to be sure, more readily into sentiments, which resemble 
those we feel every day: But no passion, when well represented, can be entirely indiffer- 
ent to us; because there is none, of which every man has not, within him, at least the 
seeds and first principles. It is the business of poetry to bring every affection near to us 
by lively imagery and representation, and make it look like truth and reality: A certain 
proof, that, wherever that reality is found, our minds are disposed to be strongly affected 
Bpñit: 

Any recent event or piece of news, by which the fate of states, provinces, or many in- 
dividuals is affected, is extremely interesting even to those whose welfare is not immedi- 
ately engaged. Such intelligence is propagated with celerity, heard with avidity, and en- 
quired into with attention and concern. The interest of society appears, on this occasion, 
to be in some degree the interest of each individual. The imagination is sure to be affected; 
though the passions excited may not always be so strong and steady as to have great in- 
fluence on the conduct and behaviour. 

The perusal of a history seems a calm entertainment; but would be no entertainment 
at all, did not our hearts beat with correspondent movements to those which are described 
by the historians. 

Thucydides and Guicciardin support with diffculty our attention; while the former de- 
scribes the trivial rencounters of the small cities of Greece, and the latter the harmless wars 
of Pisa. The few persons interested and the small interest fill not the imagination, and en- 
gage not the affections. The deep distress of the numerous Athenian army before Syracuse; 
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the danger which so nearly threatens Venice; these excite compassion; these move terror 
and anxiety. 

The indifferent, uninteresting style of Suetonius, equally with the masterly pencil of 
Tacitus, may convince us of the cruel depravity of Nero or Tiberius: But what a difference 
of sentiment! While the former coldly relates the facts; and the latter sets before our eyes 
the venerable figures of a Soranus and a Thrasea, intrepid in their fate, and only moved by 
the melting sorrows of their friends and kindred. What sympathy then touches every 
human heart! What indignation against the tyrant, whose causeless fear or unprovoked 
malice gave rise to such detestable barbarity! 

If we bring these subjects nearer: If we remove all suspicion of fiction and deceit: What 
powerful concern is excited, and how much superior, in many instances, to the narrow at- 
tachments of self-love and private interest! Popular sedition, party zeal, a devoted obedi- 
ence to factious leaders; these are some of the most visible, though less laudable effects of 
this social sympathy in human nature. 

The frivolousness of the subject too, we may observe, is not able to detach us entirely 
from what carries an image of human sentiment and affection. 

When a person stutters, and pronounces with difficulty, we even sympathize with this 
trivial uneasiness, and suffer for him. And it is a rule in criticism, that every combination 
of syllables or letters, which gives pain to the organs of speech in the recital, appears also 
from a species of sympathy harsh and disagreeable to the ear. Nay, when we run over a 
book with our eye, we are sensible of such unharmonious composition; because we still 
imagine, that a person recites it to us, and suffers from the pronounciation of these jarring 
sounds. So delicate is our sympathy! 

Easy and unconstrained postures and motions are always beautiful: An air of health and 
vigour is agreeable: Clothes which warm, without burthening the body; which cover, 
without imprisoning the limbs, are well-fashioned. In every judgement of beauty, the feel- 
ings of the person affected enter into consideration, and communicate to the spectator sim- 
ilar touches of pain or pleasure.” What wonder, then, if we can pronounce no judgement 
concerning the character and conduct of men, without considering the tendencies of their 
actions, and the happiness or misery which thence arises to society? What association of 
ideas would ever operate, were that principle here totally unactive.” 

If any man from a cold insensibility, or narrow selfishness of temper, is unaffected with 
the images of human happiness or misery, he must be equally indifferent to the images of 
vice and virtue: As, on the other hand, it is always found, that a warm concern for the in- 
terests of our species is attended with a delicate feeling of all moral distinctions; a strong 
resentment of injury done to men; a lively approbation of their welfare. In this particular, 
though great superiority is observable of one man above another; yet none are so entirely 
indifferent to the interest of their fellow-creatures, as to perceive no distinctions of moral 
good and evil, in consequences of the different tendencies of actions and principles. How, 
indeed, can we suppose it possible in any one, who wears a human heart, that if there be 
subjected to his censure, one character or system of conduct, which is beneficial, and an- 
other which is pernicious, to his species or community, he will not so much as give a cool 
preference to the former, or ascribe to it the smallest merit or regard? Let us suppose such 
a person ever so selfish; let private interest have ingrossed ever so much his attention; yet 
in instances, where that is not concerned, he must unavoidably feel some propensity to the 
good of mankind, and make it an object of choice, if everything else be equal. Would any 
man, who is walking along, tread as willingly on another's gouty toes, whom he has no 
quarrel with, as on the hard flint and pavement? There is here surely a difference in the 
case. We surely take into consideration the happiness and misery of others, in weighing 
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the several motives of action, and incline to the former, where no private regards draw us 
to seek our own promotion or advantage by the injury of our fellow-creatures. And if the 
principles of humanity are capable, in many instances, of influencing our actions, they 
must, at all times, have some authority over our sentiments, and give us a general appro- 
bation of what is useful to society, and blame of what is dangerous or pernicious. The de- 
grees of these sentiments may be the subject of controversy; but the reality of their exis- 
tence, one should think, must be admitted in every theory or system. 

A creature, absolutely malicious and spiteful, were there any such in nature, must be 
worse than indifferent to the images of vice and virtue. All his sentiments must be in- 
verted, and directly opposite to chose, which prevail in the human species. Whatever con- 
tributes to the good of mankind, as it crosses the constant bent of his wishes and desires, 
must produce uneasiness and disapprobation; and on the contrary, whatever is the source 
of disorder and misery in society, must, for che same reason, be regarded with pleasure and 
complacency. Timon, who probably from his affected spleen more than any inveterate mal- 
ice, was denominated the manhater, embraced Alcibiades with great fondness. Go on my 
boy! cried he, acquire the confidence of the people: You will one day, I foresee, be the cause of great 
calamities to them.’ Could we admit the two principles of the Manicheans, it is an infalli- 
ble consequence, that their sentiments of human actions, as well as of everything else, must 
be totally opposite, and that every instance of justice and humanity, from its necessary ten- 
dency, must please the one deity and displease the other. All mankind so far resemble the 
good principle, that, where interest or revenge or envy perverts not our disposition, we are 
always inclined, from our natural philanthropy, to give the preference to the happiness of 
society, and consequently to virtue above its opposite. Absolute, unprovoked, disinterested 
malice has never perhaps place in any human breast; or if it had, must there pervert all the 
sentiments of morals, as well as the feelings of humanity. If the cruelty of Nero be allowed 
entirely voluntary, and not rather the effect of constant fear and resentment; it is evident 
that Tigellinus, preferably to Seneca or Burrhus, must have possessed his steady and uni- 
form approbation. 

A statesman or patriot, who serves our own country in our own time, has always a more 
passionate regard paid to him, than one whose beneficial influence operated on distant ages 
or remote nations; where the good, resulting from his generous humanity, being less con- 
nected with us, seems more obscure, and affects us with a less lively sympathy. We may 
own the merit to be equally great, though our sentiments are not raised to an equal height, 
in both cases. The judgement here corrects the inequalities of our internal emotions and 
perceptions; in like manner, as it preserves us from error, in the several variations of im- 
ages, presented to our external senses. The same object, at a double distance, really throws 
on the eye a picture of but half the bulk; yet we imagine that it appears of the same size 
in both situations; because we know that on our approach to it, its image would expand 
on the eye, and that the difference consists not in the object itself, but in our position with 
regard to it. And, indeed, without such a correction of appearances, both in internal and 
external sentiment, men could never think or talk steadily on any subject; while their fluc- 
tuating situations produce a continual variation on objects, and throw them into such dif- 
ferent and contrary lights and positions.” 

The more we converse with mankind, and the greater social intercourse we maintain, 
the more shall we be familiarized to these general preferences and distinctions, without 
which our conversation and discourse could scarcely be rendered intelligible to each 
other. Every man’s interest is peculiar to himself, and the aversions and desires, which 
result from it, cannot be supposed to affect others in a like degree. General language, 
therefore, being formed for general use, must be moulded on some more general views, 
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and must affix the epithets of praise or blame, in conformity to sentiments, which arise 
from the general interests of the community. And if these sentiments, in most men, be 
not so strong as those, which have a reference to private good; yet still they must make 
some distinction, even in persons the most depraved and selfish; and must attach the no- 
tion of good to a beneficent conduct, and of evil to the contrary. Sympathy, we shall 
allow, is much fainter than our concern for ourselves, and sympathy with persons remote 
from us much fainter than that with persons near and contiguous; but for this very rea- 
son it is necessary for us, in our calm judgements and discourse concerning the charac- 
ters of men, to neglect all these differences, and render our sentiments more public and 
social. Besides, that we ourselves often change our situation in this particular, we every 
day meet with persons who are in a situation different from us, and who could never 
converse with us were we to remain constantly in that position and point of view, which 
is peculiar to ourselves. The intercourse of sentiments, therefore, in society and conver- 
sation, makes us form some general unalterable standard, by which we may approve or 
disapprove of characters and manners. And though the heart takes not part entirely with 
those general notions, nor regulates all its love and hatred, by the universal abstract dif- 
ferences of vice and virtue, without regard to self, or the persons with whom we are more 
intimately connected; yet have these moral differences a considerable influence, and 
being sufficient, at least, for discourse, serve all our purposes in company, in the pulpit, 
on the theatre, and in the schools.” 

Thus, in whatever light we take this subject, the merit, ascribed to the social virtues, 
appears still uniform, and arises chiefly from that regard, which the natural sentiment of 
benevolence engages us to pay to the interests of mankind and society. If we consider the 
principles of the human make, such as they appear to daily experience and observation, we 
must, a priori, conclude it impossible for such a creature as man to be totally indifferent 
to the well or ill-being of his fellow-creatures, and not readily, of himself, to pronounce, 
where nothing gives him any particular bias, that what promotes their happiness is good, 
what tends to their misery is evil, without any farther regard or consideration. Here then 
are the faint rudiments, at least, or outlines, of a general distinction between actions; and 
in proportion as the humanity of the person is supposed to encrease, his connexion with 
those who are injured or benefited, and his lively conception of their misery or happiness; 
his consequent censure or approbation acquires proportionable vigour. There is no neces- 
sity, that a generous action, barely mentioned in an old history or remote gazette, should 
communicate any strong feelings of applause and admiration. Virtue, placed at such a dis- 
tance, is like a fixed star, which, though to the eye of reason it may appear as luminous as 
the sun in his meridian, is so infinitely removed as to affect the senses, neither with light 
nor heat. Bring this virtue nearer, by our acquaintance or connexion with the persons, or 
even by an eloquent recital of the case; our hearts are immediately caught, our sympathy 
enlivened, and our cool approbation converted into the warmest sentiments of friendship 
and regard. These seem necessary and infallible consequences of the general principles of 
human nature, as discovered in common life and practice. 

Again; reverse these views and reasonings: Consider the matter a posteriori; and weigh- 
ing the consequences, enquire if the merit of social virtue be not, in a great measure, de- 
rived from the feelings of humanity, with which it affects the spectators. It appears to be 
matter of fact, chat the circumstance of utility, in all subjects, is a source of praise and ap- 
probation: That it is constantly appealed to in all moral decisions concerning the merit 
and demerit of actions: That it is the so/e source of that high regard paid to justice, fidelity, 
honour, allegiance, and chastity: That it is inseparable from all the other social virtues, hu- 
manity, generosity, charity, affability, lenity, mercy, and moderation: And, in a word, that 
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it is a foundation of the chief part of morals, which has a reference to mankind and our 
fellow-creatures. 

It appears also, that, in our general approbation of characters and manners, the useful 
tendency of the social virtues moves us not by any regards to self-interest, but has an in- 
fluence much more universal and extensive. It appears that a tendency to public good, and 
to the promoting of peace, harmony, and order in society, does always, by affecting the 
benevolent principles of our frame, engage us on the side of the social virtues. And it ap- 
pears, as an additional confirmation, that these principles of humanity and sympathy enter 
so deeply into all our sentiments, and have so powerful an influence, as may enable them 
to excite the strongest censure and applause. The present theory is the simple result of all 
these inferences, each of which seems founded on uniform experience and observation. 

Were it doubtful, whether there were any such principle in our nature as humanity or 
a concern for others, yet when we see, in numberless instances, that whatever has a ten- 
dency to promote the interests of society, is so highly approved of, we ought thence to learn 
the force of the benevolent principle; since it is impossible for anything to please as means 
to an end, where the end is totally indifferent. On the other hand, were it doubtful, 
whether there were, implanted in our nature, any general principle of moral blame and 
approbation, yet when we see, in numberless instances, the influence of humanity, we 
ought thence to conclude, that it is impossible, but that everything which promotes the 
interest of society must communicate pleasure, and what is pernicious give uneasiness. But 
when these different reflections and observations concur in establishing the same conclu- 
sion, must they not bestow an undisputed evidence upon it? 

It is however hoped, that the progress of this argument will bring a farther confirma- 
tion of the present theory, by showing the rise of other sentiments of esteem and regard 
from the same or like principles. 


APPENDIX I 


Concerning Moral Sentiment 


Ir the foregoing hypothesis be received, it will now be easy for us to determine the ques- 
tion first started,“ concerning the general principles of morals; and though we postponed 
the decision of that question, lest it should then involve us in intricate speculations, which 
are unfit for moral discourses, we may resume it at present, and examine how far either 
reason of sentiment enters into all decisions of praise or censure. 

One principal foundation of moral praise being supposed to lie in the usefulness of any 
quality or action, it is evident that reason must enter for a considerable share in all deci- 
sions of this kind; since nothing but that faculty can instruct us in the tendency of qual- 
ities and actions, and point out their beneficial consequences to society and to their pos- 
sessor. In many cases this is an affair liable to great controversy: doubts may arise; opposite 
interests may occur; and a preference must be given to one side, from very nice views, and 
a small overbalance of utility. This is particularly remarkable in questions with regard to 
justice; as is, indeed, natural to suppose, from that species of utility which attends this 
virtue. Were every single instance of justice, like that of benevolence, useful to society; 
this would be a more simple state of the case, and seldom liable to great controversy. But 
as single instances of justice are often pernicious in their first and immediate tendency, and 
as the advantage to society results only from the observance of the general rule, and from 
the concurrence and combination of several persons in the same equitable conduct; the case 
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here becomes more intricate and involved. The various circumstances of society; the vari- 
ous consequences of any practice; the various interests which may be proposed; these, on 
many occasions, are doubtful, and subject to great discussion and inquiry. The object of 
municipal laws is to fix all the questions with regard to justice: the debates of civilians; 
the reflections of politicians; the precedents of history and public records, are all directed 
to the same purpose. And in a very accurate reason or judgement is often requisite, to give 
the true determination, amidst such intricate doubts arising from obscure or opposite util- 
ities. 

But though reason, when fully assisted and improved, be sufficient to instruct us in the 
pernicious or useful tendency of qualities and actions; it is not alone sufficient to produce 
any moral blame or approbation. Utility is only a tendency to a certain end; and were the 
end totally indifferent to us, we should feel the same indifference towards the means. It is 
requisite a sentiment should here display itself, in order to give a preference to the useful 
above the pernicious tendencies. This sentiment can be no other than a feeling for the hap- 
piness of mankind, and a resentment of their misery; since these are the different ends 
which virtue and vice have a tendency to promote. Here therefore reason instructs us in the 
several tendencies of actions, and humanity makes a distinction in favour of those which 
are useful and beneficial. 

This partition between the faculties of understanding and sentiment, in all moral de- 
cisions, seems clear from the preceding hypothesis. But I shall suppose that hypothesis 
false: it will then be requisite to look out for some other theory that may be satisfactory; 
and I dare venture to affirm that none such will ever be found, so long as we suppose rea- 
son to be the sole source of morals. To prove this, it will be proper to weigh the five fol- 
lowing considerations. 

I. It is easy for a false hypothesis to maintain some appearance of truth, while it keeps 
wholly in generals, makes use of undefined terms, and employs comparisons, instead of in- 
stances. This is particularly remarkable in that philosophy, which ascribes the discernment 
of all moral distinctions to reason alone, without the concurrence of sentiment. It is im- 
possible that, in any particular instance, this hypothesis can so much as be rendered in- 
telligible, whatever specious figure it may make in general declamations and discourses. 
Examine the crime of ingratitude, for instance; which has place, wherever we observe good- 
will, expressed and known, together with good-offices performed, on the one side, and a 
return of ill-will or indifference, with ill-offices or neglect on the other: anatomize all these 
circumstances, and examine, by your reason alone, in what consists the demerit or blame. 
You never will come to any issue or conclusion. 

Reason judges either of matter or fact or of relations. Enquire then, first, where is that 
matter of fact which we here call crime; point it out; determine the time of its existence; 
describe its essence or nature; explain the sense or faculty to which it discovers itself. It 
resides in the mind of the person who is ungrateful. He must, therefore, feel it, and be 
conscious of it. But nothing is there, except the passion of ill-will or absolute indifference. 
You cannot say that these, of themselves, always, and in all circumstances, are crimes. No, 
they are only crimes when directed towards persons who have before expressed and dis- 
played good-will towards us. Consequently, we may infer, that the crime of ingratitude is 
not any particular individual fact; but arises from a complication of circumstances, which, 
being presented to the spectator, excites the sentiment of blame, by the particular structure 
and fabric of his mind. 

This representation, you say, is false. Crime, indeed, consists not in a particular fact, of 
whose reality we are assured by reason; but it consists in certain moral relations, discovered 
by reason, in the same manner as we discover by reason the truths of geometry or algebra. 
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But what are the relations, I ask, of which you here talk? In the case stated above, I see 
first good-will and good-offices in one person; then ill-will and ill-offices in the other. Be- 
tween these, there is a relation of contrariety. Does the crime consist in that relation? But 
suppose a person bore me ill-will or did me ill-offices; and I, in return, were indifferent 
towards him, or did him good-offices. Here is the same relation of contrariety; and yet my 
conduct is often highly laudable. Twist and turn this matter as much as you will, you can 
never rest the morality on relation; but must have recourse to the decisions of sentiment. 

When it is affirmed that two and three are equal to the half of ten, this relation of equal- 
ity I understand perfectly. I conceive, that if ten be divided into two parts, of which one 
has as many units as the other; and if any of these parts be compared to two added to three, 
it will contain as many units as that compound number. But when you draw thence a com- 
parison to moral relations, I own that I am altogether at a loss to understand you. A moral 
action, a crime, such as ingratitude, is a complicated object. Does the morality consist in 
the relation of its parts to each other? How? After what manner? Specify the relation: be 
more particular and explicit in your propositions, and you will easily see their falsehood. 

No, say you, the morality consists in the relation of actions to the rule of right; and 
they are denominated good or ill, according as they agree or disagree with it. What then 
is this rule of right? In what does it consist? How is it determined? By reason, you say, 
which examines the moral relations of actions. So that moral relations are determined by 
the comparison of action to a rule. And that rule is determined by considering the moral 
relations of objects. Is not this fine reasoning? 

All this is metaphysics, you cry. That is enough; there needs nothing more to give a 
strong presumption of falsehood. Yes, reply I, here are metaphysics surely; but they are all 
on your side, who advance an abstruse hypothesis, which can never be made intelligible, 
nor quadrate with any particular instance or illustration. The hypothesis which we em- 
brace is plain. It maintains that morality is determined by sentiment. It defines virtue to 
be whatever mental action or quality gives to a spectator the pleasing sentiment of approbation; and 
vice the contrary. We then proceed to examine a plain matter of fact, to wit, what actions 
have this influence. We consider all the circumstances in which these actions agree, and 
thence endeavour to extract some general observations with regard to these sentiments. If 
you call this metaphysics, and find anything abstruse here, you need only conclude that 
your turn of mind is not suited to the moral sciences. 

IJ. When a man, at any time, deliberates concerning his own conduct (as, whether he 
had better, in a particular emergence, assist a brother or a benefactor), he must consider 
these separate relations, with all the circumstances and situations of the persons, in order 
to determine the superior duty and obligation; and in order to determine the proportion 
of lines in any triangle, it is necessary to examine the nature of that figure, and the rela- 
tions which its several parts bear to each other. But notwithstanding this appearing sim- 
ilaricy in the two cases, there is, at bottom, an extreme difference between them. A spec- 
ulative reasoner concerning triangles or circles considers the several known and given 
relations of the parts of these figures, and thence infers some unknown relation, which is 
dependent on the former. But in moral deliberations we must be acquainted beforehand 
with all the objects, and all their relations to each other; and from a comparison of the 
whole, fix our choice or approbation. No new fact to be ascertained; no new relation to be 
discovered. All the circumstances of the care are supposed to be laid before us, ere we can 
fix any sentence of blame or approbation. If any material circumstance be yet unknown or 
doubtful, we must first employ our inquiry or intellectual faculties to assure us of it; and 
must suspend for a time all moral decision or sentiment. While we are ignorant whether 
a man were aggressor or not, how can we determine whether the person who killed him 
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be criminal or innocent? But after every circumstance, every relation is known, the un- 
derstanding has no further room to operate, nor any object on which it could employ it- 
self. The approbation or blame which then ensues, cannot be the work of the judgement, 
but of the heart; and is not a speculative proposition or affirmation, but an active feeling 
or sentiment. In the disquisitions of the understanding, from known circumstances and 
relations, we infer some new and unknown. In moral decisions, all the circumstances and 
relations must be previously known; and the mind, from the contemplation of the whole, 
feels some new impression of affection or disgust, esteem or contempt, approbation or 
blame. 

Hence the great difference between a mistake of fact and one of right; and hence the rea- 
son why the one is commonly criminal and not the other. When Oedipus killed Laius, he 
was ignorant of the relation, and from circumstances, innocent and involuntary, formed 
erroneous opinions concerning the action which he committed. But when Nero killed 
Agrippina, all the relations between himself and the person, and all the circumstances of 
the fact, were previously known to him; but the motive of revenge, or fear, or interest, pre- 
vailed in his savage heart over the sentiments of duty and humanity. And when we express 
that detestation against him to which he himself, in a little time, became insensible, it is 
not that we see any relations, of which he was ignorant; but that, from the rectitude of our 
disposition, we feel sentiments against which he was hardened from flattery and a long 
perseverance in the most enormous crimes. In these sentiments then, not in a discovery of 
relations of any kind, do all moral determinations consist. Before we can pretend to form 
any decision of this kind, everyching must be known and ascertained on the side of the ob- 
ject or action. Nothing remains but to feel, on our part, some sentiment of blame or ap- 
probation; whence we pronounce the action criminal or virtuous. 

III. This doctrine will become still more evident, if we compare moral beauty with 
natural, to which in many particulars it bears so near a resemblance. It is on the propor- 
tion, relation, and position of parts, that all natural beauty depends; but it would be ab- 
surd thence to infer, that the perception of beauty, like chat of truth in geometrical prob- 
lems, consists wholly in the perception of relations, and was performed entirely by the 
understanding or intellectual faculties. In all the sciences, our mind from the known re- 
lations investigates the unknown. But in all decisions of taste or external beauty, all the 
relations are beforehand obvious to the eye; and we thence proceed to feel a sentiment of 
complacency or disgust, according to the nature of the object, and disposition of our or- 
gans. 

Euclid has fully explained all the qualities of the circle; but has not in any proposition 
said a word of its beauty. The reason is evident. The beauty is not a quality of the circle. 
It lies not in any part of the line, whose parts are equally distant from a common centre. 
It is only the effect which that figure produces upon the mind, whose peculiar fabric or 
structure renders it susceptible of such sentiments. In vain would you look for it in the 
circle, or seek it, either by your senses or by mathematical reasonings, in all the proper- 
ties of that figure. 

Attend to Palladio and Perrault, while they explain all the parts and proportions of a 
pillar. They talk of the cornice, and frieze, and base, and entablature, and shaft and archi- 
trave; and give the description and position of each of these members. But should you ask 
the description and position of its beauty, they would readily reply, that the beauty is not 
in any of the parts or members of a pillar, but results from the whole, when that compli- 
cated figure is presented to an intelligent mind, susceptible to those finer sensations. Till 
such a spectator appear, there is nothing but a figure of such particular dimensions and 
proportions: from his sentiments alone arise its elegance and beauty. 
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Again; attend to Cicero, while he paints the crimes of a Verres or a Catiline. You must 
acknowledge that the moral turpitude results, in the same manner, from the contempla- 
tion of the whole, when presented to a being whose organs have such a particular struc- 
ture and formation. The orator may paint rage, insolence, barbarity on the one side; meek- 
ness, suffering, sorrow, innocence on the other. But if you feel no indignation or 
compassion arise in you from this complication of circumstances, you would in vain ask 
him, in what consists the crime or villainy, which he so vehemently exclaims against? At 
what time, or on what subject it first began to exist? And what has a few months after- 
wards become of it, when every disposition and thought of all the actors is totally altered 
or annihilated? No satisfactory answer can be given to any of these questions, upon the ab- 
stract hypothesis of morals; and we must at last acknowledge, that the crime or immoral- 
ity is no particular fact or relation, which can be the object of the understanding, but arises 
entirely from the sentiment of disapprobation, which, by the structure of human nature, 
we unavoidably feel on the apprehension of barbarity or treachery. 

IV. Inanimate objects may bear to each other all the same relations which we observe 
in moral agents; though the former can never be the object of love or hatred, nor are con- 
sequently susceptible of merit or iniquity. A young tree, which over-tops and destroys its 
parent, stands in all the same relations with Nero, when he murdered Agrippina; and if 
morality consisted merely in relations, would no doubt be equally criminal. 

V. It appears evident that the ultimate ends of human actions can never, in any case, be 
accounted for by reason, but recommend themselves entirely to the sentiments and affec- 
tions of mankind, without any dependance on the intellectual faculties. Ask a man why he 
uses exercise; he will answer, because he desires to keep his health. If you then enquire, why he de- 
sires health, he will readily reply, because sickness is painful. If you push your enquiries far- 
ther, and desire a reason why he hates pain, it is impossible he can ever give any. This is an 
ultimate end, and is never referred to any other object. 

Perhaps to your second question, why he desires health, he may also reply, that it zs neces- 
sary for the exercise of his calling. If you ask, why he is anxious on that head, he will answer, be- 
cause he desires to get money. If you demand Why? It is the instrument of pleasure, says he. And 
beyond this it is an absurdity to ask for a reason. It is impossible there can be a progress 
in infinitum; and that one thing can always be a reason why another is desired. Something 
must be desirable on its own account, and because of its immediate accord or agreement 
with human sentiment and affection. 

Now as virtue is an end, and is desirable on its own account, without fee or reward, 
merely for the immediate satisfaction which it conveys; it is requisite that there should be 
some sentiment which it touches, some internal taste or feeling, or whatever you please to 
call it, which distinguishes moral good and evil, and which embraces the one and rejects 
the other. 

Thus the distinct boundaries and offices of reason and of taste are easily ascertained. The 
former conveys the knowledge of truth and falsehood: the latter gives the sentiment of 
beauty and deformity, vice and virtue. The one discovers objects as they really stand in na- 
ture, without addition or diminution: the other has a productive faculty, and gilding or 
staining all natural objects with the colours, borrowed from internal sentiment, raises in 
a manner a new creation. Reason being cool and disengaged, is no motive to action, and 
directs only the impulse received from appetite or inclination, by showing us the means 
of attaining happiness or avoiding misery: Taste, as it gives pleasure or pain, and thereby 
constitutes happiness or misery, becomes a motive to action, and is the first spring or im- 
pulse to desire and volition. From circumstances and relations, known or supposed, the 
former leads us to the discovery of the concealed and unknown: after all circumstances and 
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relations are laid before us, the latter makes us feel from the whole a new sentiment of 
blame or approbation. The standard of the one, being founded on the nature of things, is 
eternal and inflexible, even by the will of the Supreme Being: the standard of the other, 
arising from the internal frame and constitution of animals, is ultimately derived from that 
Supreme Will, which bestowed on each being its peculiar nature, and arranged the several 
classes and orders of existence. 


Notes 


See Appendix I. 

Eluc in Peficle: 

Cic. de Officiis, lib. 1. 

Sat. xv. 139 and seq. 

De Nat. Deor, lib. i. 

Sext. Emp. adversus Math. lib. viii. 

Diod. Sic. passim. 

Sect. III and IV. 

Sect. V. 

Genesis, chaps. xiii and xxi. 

This fiction of a state of nature, as a state of war, was not first started by Mr. Hobbes, as is com- 
monly imagined. Plato endeavours to refute an hypothesis very like it in the second, third, and 
fourth books de republica. Cicero, on the contrary, supposes it certain and universally ac- 
knowledged in the following passage. ‘Quis enim vestrum, judices, ignorat, ita naturam rerum 
tulisse, ut quodam tempore homines, nondum neque naturali neque civili jure descripto, fusi 
per agros ac dispersi vagarentur tantumque haberent quantum manu ac viribus, per caedem ac 
vulnera, aut eripere aut retinere potuissent? Qui igitur primi virtute & consilio praestanti ex- 
titerunt, ii perspecto genere humanae docilitatis atque ingenii, dissipatos unum in locum con- 
gregarunt, eosque ex feritate illa ad justitiam ac manseutudinem transduxerunt. Tum res ad 
communem utilitatem, quas publicas appellamus, tum conventicula hominum, quae postea 
civitates nominatae sunt, tum domicilia conjuncta, quas urbes dicamus, invento & divino & 
humano jure moenibus sepserunt. Atque inter hanc vitam, perpolitam humanitate, & illam 
immanem, nihil tam interest quam JUS atque VIS. Horum utro uti nolimus, altero est uten- 
dum. Vim volumus extingui? Jus valeat necesse est, id est, judicia, quibus omne jus contine- 
tur. Judicia displicent, aut nulla sunt? Vis dominetur necesse est? Haec vident omnes.’ Pro Sext. 
l-42. 

12. The author of L'Esprit des Loix. This illustrious writer, however, sets out with a different theory, 
and supposes all right to be founded on certain rapports or relations; which is a system, that, in 
my opinion, never will be reconciled with true philosophy. Father Malebranche, as far as I can 
learn, was the first that started this abstract theory of morals, which was afterwards adopted by 
Cudworth, Clarke, and others; and as it excludes all sentiment, and pretends to found every- 
thing on reason, it has not wanted followers in this philosophic age. See Section I, Appendix I. 
With regard to justice, the virtue here treated of, the inference against this theory seems short 
and conclusive. Property is allowed to be dependent on civil laws; civil laws are allowed to have 
no other object, but the interest of society: This therefore must be allowed to be the sole foun- 
dation of property and justice. Not to mention, that our obligation itself to obey the magis- 
trate and his laws is founded on nothing but the interests of society. 

If the ideas of justice, sometimes, do not follow the dispositions of civil law; we shall find, 
that these cases, instead of objections, are confirmations of the theory delivered above. Where 
a civil law is so perverse as to cross all the interests of society, it loses all its authority, and men 
judge by the ideas of natural justice, which are conformable to those interests. Sometimes also 
civil laws, for useful purposes, require a ceremony or form to any deed; and where that is want- 


We E e ee S 


— panad 


AN ENQUIRY CONCERNING THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS 275 


la 


14. 
lD, 


ing, their decrees run contrary to the usual tenour of justice; but one who takes advantage of 
such chicanes, is not commonly regarded as an honest man. Thus, the interests of society re- 
quire, that contracts be fulfilled; and there is not a more material article either of natural or 
civil justice: But the omission of a trifling circumstance will often, by law, invalidate a con- 
tract, ¿n foro humano, but not in foro conscientiae, as divines express themselves. In these cases, the 
magistrate is supposed only to withdraw his power of enforcing the right, not to have altered 
the right. Where his intention extends to the right, and is conformable to the interests of so- 
ciety; it never fails to alter the right; a clear proof of the origin of justice and of property, as as- 
signed above. 

It is evident, that the will or consent alone never transfers property, nor causes the obligation 
of a promise (for the same reasoning extends to both) but the will must be expressed by words 
or signs, in order to impose a tie upon any man. The expression being once brought in as sub- 
servient to the will, soon becomes the principal part of the promise; nor will a man be less 
bound by his word, though he secretly give a different direction to his intention, and withhold 
the assent of his mind. But though the expression makes, on most occasions, the whole of the 
promise, yet it does not always so; and one who should make use of any expression, of which 
he knows not the meaning, and which he uses without any sense of the consequences, would 
not certainly be bound by it. Nay, though he know its meaning, yet if he use it in jest only, 
and with such signs as evidently show, that he has no serious intention of binding himself, he 
would not lie under any obligation of performance; but it is necessary, that the words be a per- 
fect expression of the will, without any contrary signs. Nay, even this we must not carry so far 
as to imagine, that one, whom, by our quickness of understanding, we conjecture, from certain 
signs, to have an intention of deceiving us, is not bound by his expression or verbal promise, 
if we accept of it; but must limit this conclusion to those cases where the signs are of a differ- 
ent nature from those of deceit. All these contradictions are easily accounted for, if justice arise 
entirely from its usefulness to society; but will never be explained on any other hypothesis. 

It is remarkable, that the moral decisions of the Jesuits and other relaxed casuists, were com- 
monly formed in prosecution of some such subtilties of reasoning as are here pointed out, and 
proceed as much from the habit of scholastic refinement as from any corruption of the heart, if 
we may follow the authority of Mons. Bayle. See his Dictionary, article LOYOLA. And why has 
the indignation of mankind risen so high against these casuists; but because every one per- 
ceived, that human society could not subsist were such practices authorized, and that morals 
must always be handled with a view to public interest, more than philosophical regularity? If 
the secret direction of the intention, said every man of sense, could invalidate a contract; where 
is our security? And yet a metaphysical schoolman might think, that, where an intention was 
supposed to be requisite, if that intention really had not place, no consequence ought to fol- 
low, and no obligation be imposed. The casuistical subtilties may not be greater than the sub- 
tilties of lawyers, hinted at above; but as the former are pernicious, and the latter innocent and 
even necessary, this is the reason of the very different reception they meet with from the world. 

Ic is a doctrine of the Church of Rome, that the priest, by a secret direction of his intention, 
can invalidate any sacrament. This position is derived from a strict and regular prosecution of 
the obvious truth, that empty words alone, without any meaning or intention in the speaker, 
can never be attended with any effect. If the same conclusion be not admitted in reasonings 
concerning civil contracts, where the affair is allowed to be of so much less consequence than 
the eternal salvation of thousands, it proceeds entirely from men’s sense of the danger and in- 
convenience of the doctrine in the former case: And we may thence observe, that however posi- 
tive, arrogant, and dogmatical any superstition may appear, it never can convey any thorough 
persuasion of the reality of its objects, or put them, in any degree, on a balance with the com- 
mon incidents of life, which we learn from daily observation and experimental reasoning. 
Principia, Lib. iii: 

We ought not to imagine, because an inanimate object may be useful as well as a man, that 
therefore it ought also, according to this system, to merit the appellation of virtuous. The sen- 
timents, excited by utility, are, in the two cases, very different; and the one is mixed with af- 
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fection, esteem, approbation, &c., and not the other. In like manner, an inanimate object may 
have good colour and proportions as well as a human figure. But can we ever be in love with 
the former? There are a numerous set of passions and sentiments, of which thinking rational 
beings are, by the original constitution of nature, the only proper objects: and though the very 
same qualities be transferred to an insensible, inanimate being, they will not excite the same 
sentiments. The beneficial qualities of herbs and minerals are, indeed, sometimes called their 
virtues: but this is an effect of the caprice of language, which ought not to be regarded in rea- 
soning. For though there be a species of approbation attending even inanimate objects when 
beneficial, yet this sentiment is so weak, and so different from that which is directed to benef- 
icent magistrates or statesmen; that they ought not to be ranked under the same class or ap- 
pellation. 

A very small variation of the object, even where the same qualities are preserved, will de- 
stroy a sentiment. Thus, the same beauty, transferred to a different sex, excites no amorous pas- 
sion, where nature is not extremely perverted. 

Undutifulness to parents is disapproved of by mankind, TPOOPOLEVOUS TO WEAAOV, kal OVA- 
AoyiCOMEVOUS OTL TO TAPATANOLOV EKGOTOLS atv OVYKUPNOEL. Ingratitude for a like 
reason (though he seems there to mix a more generous regard) OUVOAYAVAKTOUVTAS HEV TO 
NEAGS, AvadEpovtac 6' Ex' AVTOVS TO NapanANorov, ¿E Ov VNOyiyvetat Tiç čvvora rap 
EKGOTY TNG TOD KaOTKOVTOS SuVaHEMs Kal Beopias. Lib. vi. cap. 4 (ed. Gronovius). Per- 
haps the historian only meant, that our sympathy and humanity was more enlivened, by our 
considering the similarity of our case with that of the person suffering; which is a just senti- 
ment. 

It is needless to push our researchers so far as to ask, why we have humanity or a fellow- 
feeling with others. It is sufficient, that this is experienced to be a principle in human nature. 
We must stop somewhere in our examination of causes; and there are, in every science, some 
general principles, beyond which we cannot hope to find any principle more general. No man 
is absolutely indifferent to the happiness and misery of others. The first has a natural tendency 
to give pleasure; the second, pain. This every one may find in himself. It is not probable, that 
these principles can be resolved into principles more simple and universal, whatever attempts 
may have been made to that purpose. But if it were possible, it belongs not to the present sub- 
ject; and we may here safely consider these principles as original: happy, if we can render all 
the consequences sufficiently plain and perspicuous! 

‘Uti ridentibus arrident, ita flentibus adflent 

Humani vultus.’—Hor. 

‘Decentior equus cujus astricta sunt ilia; sed idem velocior. Pulcher aspectu sit athleta, cujus 
lacertos exercitatio expressit; idem certamini paratior. Nunquam enim species ab utilitate divid- 
itur. Sed hoc quidem discernere modici judicii est. —Quintilian, Inst. lib. viii. cap. 3. 

In proportion to the station which a man possesses, according to the relations in which he is 
placed; we always expect from him a greater or less degree of good; and when disappointed, 
blame his inutility; and much more do we blame him, if any ill or prejudice arise from his con- 
duct and behaviour. When the interests of one country interfere with those of another, we es- 
timate the merits of a statesman by the good or ill, which results to his own country from his 
measures and councils, without regard to the prejudice which he brings on its enemies and ri- 
vals. His fellow-citizens are the objects, which lie nearest the eye, while we determine his char- 
acter. And as nature has implanted in every one a superior affection to his own country, we never 
expect any regard to distant nations, where a competition arises. Not to mention, that, while 
every man consults the good of his own community, we are sensible, that the general interest 
of mankind is better promoted, than by any loose indeterminate views to the good of a species, 
whence no beneficial action could ever result, for want of a duly limited object, on which they 
could exert themselves. 

Plutarch 7” vita Alc. 

For a like reason, the tendencies of actions and characters, not their real accidental conse- 
quences, are alone regarded in our moral determinations or general judgements; though in our 
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real feeling or sentiment, we cannot help paying greater regard to one whose station, joined to 
virtue, renders him really useful to society, than to one, who exerts the social virtues only in 
good intentions and benevolent affections. Separating the character from the fortune, by an easy 
and necessary effort of thought, we pronounce these persons alike, and give them the same gen- 
eral praise. The judgement corrects or endeavours to correct the appearance: But is not able en- 
tirely to prevail over sentiment. 

Why is this peach-tree said to be better than that other; but because it produces more or bet- 
ter fruit? And would not the same praise be given it, though snails or vermin had destroyed the 
peaches, before they came to full maturity? In morals too, is not the tree known by the fruit? And 
cannot we easily distinguish between nature and accident, in the one case as well as in the other? 

23. It is wisely ordained by nature, that private connexions should commonly prevail over univer- 
sal view and considerations; otherwise our affections and actions would be dissipated and lost, 
for want of a proper limited object. Thus a small benefit done to ourselves, or our near friends, 
excites more lively sentiments of love and approbation than a great benefit done to a distant 
commonwealth: But still we know here, as in all the senses, to correct these inequalities by re- 
flection, and retain a general standard of vice and virtue, founded chiefly on general usefulness. 


24. Sect. I. 


10. IMMANUEL KANT 


Immanuel Kant’(1 724-1804), the German philosopher, was a dominant figure in the history 


of modern philosophy. His influential ethical system defends one moral principle, the cate- 
gorical imperative, as binding on all rational beings. 


Fundamental Principles of 
the Metaphysic of Morals 


Ancient CTERnpHiteelpeuneiitadinnamhannaaynn cS: Physics, Ethics, and Logic. This 


division is perfectly suitable to the x; and the only improvement that 
d, so that we may both satisfy 


can be made in it is to EEES a, A ; 
ourselves of its completeness, and also be able to determine correctly the necessary subdi- 


Visions. 


and we the ier vet e asaris in general without distinetion of its objects. 
y, however, which has to do with deter- 
ct, is again twofold; for these laws are 


This translation is by Thomas K. Abbott (1873). The bracketed words in thè text are amplifications by the translator. 
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either laws of nature or of freedom. 


LALL 


ought s rest on grc € L SRE it peep 
not “be ro Hart is, a canon for the entana of the reason, va for all thought, and 
capable oi demonstration. , on the contrary, can each have 
, since the former has to determine Ie laws of nature as an object of 
experience, the eater of the laws of the human will, so far as it is affected by nature; the 
former, however, being laws according to which ‘Sele does sinnen, the latten kaws 


We may mf al memre empirical, so far as it is ese on grounds of experience; on à 

the other hand, that which delivers its doctrines from æ priori principles alone we may call 
CRP losophy. When the latter is merely formal, it is /ogec; if it is restricted to definite 
objects of the understanding, it is metaphysic. 

In this way there arises the idea of a twofold metaphysic—a 

-metaphysic of morals. Physics will thus have a 
same with ethics; but here the empirical part might have the special name of practical an- 
thropology, the name morality being appropriated to the rational part. 

All trades, arts, and handiworks have gained by division of labor, namely, when, instead 
of one man doing everything, each confines himself to a certain kind of work distinct from 
others in the treatment it requires, so as to be able to perform it with greater facility and 
in the greatest perfection. Where the different kinds of work are not so distinguished and 
divided, where everyone is a jack-of-all-trades, there manufactures remain still in the 
greatest barbarism. It might deserve to be considered whether pure philosophy in all its 
parts does not require a man specially devoted to it, and whether it would not be better 
for the whole business of science if those who, to please the tastes of the public, are wont 
to blend the rational and empirical elements together, mixed in all sorts of proportions 
unknown to themselves, and who call themselves independent thinkers, giving the name 
of minute philosophers to those who apply themselves to the rational part only—if these, 
I say, are warned not to carry on two employments together which differ widely in the 
treatment they demand, for each of which perhaps a special talent is required, and the com- 
bination of which in one person only produces bunglers. But I only ask here whether the 
nature of science does not require that we should always carefully separate the empirical 
from the rational part, and prefix to physics proper (or empirical physics) a metaphysic of 
nature, and to practical anthropology a metaphysic of morals, which must be carefully 
cleared of everything empirical so that we may know how much can be accomplished by 
pure reason in both cases, and from what sources it draws this its a prior? teaching, and 
that whether the latter inquiry is conducted by all moralists (whose name is legion), or 
only by some who feel a calling thereto. 

As my concern here is with moral philosophy, I limit the 


question suggested to this: 
cleared of enetan Widi is only empirical, and which belongs to anthropology? For 
ie a tsi Bret offen must slit heer if a lated is to hein moral force, aek i to be the 
basis of an obligation, it must carry with it absolute necessity; that, for example, the pre- 
cept, “Thou shalt not lie,” is not valid for men alone, as if other rational beings had no 


need to observe it; and so with all the other moral laws properly so called; that, therefore, 
the basis of obligation must not be sought in the nature of man, or in the circumstances 
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in the world in which he is placed, but @ priori simply ina c 
and although any other precept which is fonnded on prieHales "y mere experience may be 
in Certain respects universal, yet in as far as it rests even in the least degree on an empiri- 
cal basis, perhaps only as to a motive, such a precept, while it may be a practical rule, can 
never be called a moral law. 
Thus not only are moral laws with their principles essentially distinguished from 
vty other kind of ee sees in which there is anything empirical, but all 
ora loso rests J= e part. When applied to man, it does not bor- 
row the least thing from efe knowledge of man himself (anthropology), but gives laws 
‘Lori t as a rational being. No doubt these laws require a judgment sharpened 
=. experience, in oiia on n chte one hand, to distinguish in what cases they are applica- 
ble, and, on the other, to procure for them access to the will of the man, and effectual 
influence on conduct; since man is acted on by so many inclinations that, though capa- 
ble of the idea of a practical pure reason, he is not so easily able to make it effective in 
concreto in his life. 


correctly. For in order that an action should be morally good, it is not enough that it con- 
form to the moral law, but it must also be done for the sake of the law, otherwise that con- 
formity is only very contingent and uncertain; since a principle which is not moral, al- 
though it may now and then produce actions conformable to the law, will also often 
produce actions which contradict it. Now it is only in a pure philosophy that we can look 
for the moral law in its purity and genuineness (and, ina practical matter, this is s of the 


utmost consequence): we must, therefore, begin 
y at all at whic TE these pure 


e cannot be an i j 
principles with the empirical does not deserve the name of philosophy (for what distin- 


guishes philosophy from common rational knowledge is that it treats in separate sciences 
what the latter only comprehends confusedly); much less does it deserve that of moral phi- 
losophy, since by this confusion it even spoils the purity of morals themselves and coun- 
teracts its own end. 

Let it not be thought, however, that what is here demanded is already extant in the 
propaedeutic prefixed by the celebrated Wolff! to his moral philosophy, namely, his so- 
called Ay, and that, therefore, we have not to strike into an en- 
tirely new field. Just because it was to be a general practical philosophy, it has not taken 
into consideration a will of any particular kind—say, one which should be determined 
solely from æ priori principles without any empirical motives, and which we might call 
a pure will—but volition in general, with all the actions and conditions which belong 
co it in chis general signification. By this it is distinguished from a metaphysic of morals, 
just as general logic, which treats of the acts and canons of thought 7 general, is distin- 
guished from transcendental philosophy, which treats of the particular acts and canons 
of pure thought, that is, that whose cognitions are altogether «a priori. For the metaphysic 
of mor aas to examine the idea CETE IS 3 DOSSID , he 
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psychology. It is true that moral laws and duty are spoken of in the general practical phi- 
losophy (contrary indeed to all fitness). But this is no objection, for in this respect also 
the authors of that science remain true to their idea of it; they do not distinguish the 
motives which are prescribed as such by reason alone altogether a priori, and which are 
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properly moral, from the empirical motives which the understanding raises to general 

conceptions merely by comparison of experiences; but without noticing the difference of 

their sources, and looking on them all as homogeneous, they consider only their greater 

or less amount. It is in this way they frame their notion of obligation, which, though any- 

thing but moral, is all that can be asked for in a philosophy which passes no judgment 

at all on the origin of all possible practical concepts, whether they are æ priori or only 
osteriori. 

Intending to publish hereafter a metaphysic of morals, I issue in the first instance these 
fundamental principles. Indeed there is properly no other foundation for it than the critz- 
cal examination of a pure practical reason; just as that of metaphysics is the critical examina- 
tion of the pure speculative reason, already published. But in the first place the former is 
not so d necessary as the latter, because in moral concerns human reason can eas- _ 
ily be brought to a high degree of correctness and completeness, even in the commonest 
RUA di ien on the SORET in its TTE but pure use it is wholly dialectical; 
and in the second place, if the critique of a pure practical reason is to be complete, it must 
be possible at the same time to show its identity with the speculative reason in a common 
principle, for it can ultimately be only one and the same reason which has to be distin- 
guished merely in its application. I could not, however, bring it to such completeness here 
without introducing considerations of a wholly different kind, which would be perplex- 
ing to the reader. On this account I have adopted the title of Fundamental Principles of the 
Metaphysic of Morals [Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten} instead of that of a critical ex- 
amination of the pure practical reason. 

But in the third place, since a metaphysic of morals, in spite of the discouraging title, 
is yet capable of being presented in a popular form, and one adapted to the common un- 
derstanding, I find it useful to separate from it this preliminary treatise on its fundamen- 
tal principles, in order that I may not hereafter have need to introduce these necessarily 
subtle discussions into a book of a more simple character. 

The present treatise is, however, nothing more than the investigation and establish- 
ment of the supreme principle of morality, and this alone constitutes a study complete in it- 
self, and one which ought to be kept apart from every other moral investigation. No 
doubt, my conclusions on this weighty question, which has hitherto been very unsatis- 
factorily examined, would receive much light from the application of the same principle 
to the whole system, and would be greatly confirmed by the adequacy which it exhibits 
throughout; but I must forego this advantage, which indeed would be after all more 
gratifying than useful, since the easy applicability of a principle and its apparent ade- 
quacy give no very certain proof of its soundness, but rather inspire a certain partiality, 
which prevents us from examining and estimating it strictly in itself, and without re- 
gard to consequences. 

I have adopted in this work the method which I think most suitable, proceeding ana- 
lytically from common knowledge to the determination of its ultimate principle, and 
again descending synthetically from the examination of this principle and its sources to 
the common knowledge in which we find it employed. The division will, therefore, be as 
follows: 


1. First section: Transition from the common rational knowledge of morality to the philosophical. 
2. Second section: Transition from popular moral philosophy to the metaphysic of morals. 


3. Third section: Final step from the metaphysic of morals to the critique of the pure practical 
reason. 


FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF THE METAPHYSIC OF MORALS PTO 


FIRST SECTION 


Transition from the Common Rational Knowledge 
of Morality to the Philosophical 


world, or even out of it, which can be called 

; fica : 0 . Intelligence, wit, judgment, and the other 
talents of the aa However Tra may i named, or courage, resolution, perseverance, as 
qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good and desirable in many respects; but these 
gifts of nature may also become extremely bad and mischievous if the will which is to 
make use of them, and which, therefore, constitutes what is called character, is not good. 
It is the same with the gifts of fortune. Power, riches, honor, even health, and the general 
well-being and contentment with one’s condition which is called happiness, inspire pride, 
and often presumption, if there is not a good will to correct the influence of these on the 
mind, and with this also to rectify the whole principle of acting, and adapt it to its end. 
The sight of a being who is not adorned with a single feature of a pure and good will, en- 
joying unbroken prosperity, can never give pleasure to an impartial rational spectator. 
Thus a good will appears to constitute the indispensable condition even of being worthy 
of happiness. 

There are even some qualities which are of service to this good will itself, and may fa- 
cilitate its actions, yet which have no intrinsic unconditional value, but always presuppos 
a good will, and this qualifies the esteem that we me have for them, and does not per- 
mit us to regard them as absolutely good. Moderation in the affections and passions, self- 
control, and ca m deliberation are not only good in many respects, but 
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good without meea TET they have T so unconditionally praised by the an- 
cients. For without the principles of a good will, they may become extremely bad; and the 
coolness of a villain not only makes him far more dangerous, but also directly makes him 
more abominable in our eyes than he eas have been without it. A 

A ems will is a ot because « t performs or effects, not by its aptness for the 


. . o ' 
à PAREA ] - eg olition—that is, it is good 


samme aiaee by ela is to be Aedes much arts than all that can be! 
brought about by it in favor of any inclination, nay, even of the sum-total of all inclina- 
tions. Even if it should happen that, owing to special disfavor of fortune, or the niggardly 
provision of a stepmotherly nature, this will should wholly lack power to accomplish its 
purpose, if with its greatest efforts it should yet achieve nothing, and there should remain 
only the good will (not, to be sure, a mere wish, but the summoning of all means in our 
power), then, like a jewel, it would still shine by its own light, as a thing which has its 
whole value in itself. Its usefulness or fruitlessness can neither add to nor take away any- 
thing from this value. It would be, as it were, only the setting to enable us to handle it, 
the more conveniently in common commerce, or to attract to it the attention of those who: 
are not yet connoisseurs, but not to recommend it to true connoisseurs, or to determine 
its value. 

There is, however, something so strange in this idea of the absolute value of the mere 
will, in which no account is taken of its utility, that notwithstanding the thorough assent 
of even common reason to the idea, yet a suspicion must arise that it may perhaps really 
be the product of mere high-flown fancy, and that we may have misunderstood the pur- 
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pose of nature in assigning reason as the governor of our will. Therefore we will examine 
this idea from this point of view. 

In the physical constitution of an organized being, that is, a being adapted suitably to 
the purposes of life, we assume it as a fundamental principle that no organ for any pur- 
pose will be found but what is also the fittest and best adapted for that purpose. Now in 
a being which has reason and a will, if the proper object of nature were its conservation, its 
welfare, in a word, its happiness, then nature would have hit upon a very bad arrangement 
in selecting the reason of the creature to carry out this purpose. For all the actions which 
the creature has to perform with a view to this purpose, and the whole rule of its conduct, 
would be far more surely prescribed to it by instinct, and that end would have been at- 
tained thereby much more certainly than it ever can be by reason. Should reason have been 
communicated to this favored creature over and above, it must only have served it to con- 
template the happy constitution of its nature, to admire it, to congratulate itself thereon, 
and to feel thankful for it to the beneficent cause, but not that it should subject its desires 
to that weak and delusive guidance, and meddle bunglingly with the purpose of nature. 
In a word, nature would have taken care that reason should not break forth into practical 
exercise, nor have the presumption, with its weak insight, to think out for itself the plan 
of happiness and of the means of attaining it. Nature would not only have taken on her- 
self the choice of the ends but also of the means, and with wise foresight would have en- 
trusted both to instinct. 

And, in fact, we find that the more a cultivated reason applies itself with deliberate pur- 
pose to the enjoyment of life and happiness, so much the more does the man fail of true 
satisfaction. And from this circumstance there arises in many, if they are candid enough 
to confess it, a certain degree of misology, that is, hatred of reason, especially in the case of 
those who are most experienced in the use of it, because after calculating all the advan- 
tages they derive—I do not say from the invention of all the arts of common luxury, but 
even from the sciences (which seem to them to be after all only a luxury of the under- 
standing)—they find that they have, in fact, only brought more trouble on their shoulders 
rather than gained in happiness; and they end by envying rather than despising the more 
common stamp of men who keep closer to the guidance of mere instinct, and do not allow 
their reason much influence on their conduct. And this we must admit, that the judgment 
of those who would very much lower the lofty eulogies of the advantages which reason 
gives us in regard to the happiness and satisfaction of life, or who would even reduce them 
below zero, is by no means morose or ungrateful to the goodness with which the world is 
governed, but that there lies at the root of these judgments the idea that our existence has 
a different and far nobler end, for which, and not for happiness, reason is properly in- 
tended, and which must, therefore, be regarded as the supreme condition to which the pri- 
vate ends of man must, for the most part, be postponed. 

For as reason is not competent to guide the will with certainty in regard to its objects 
and the satisfaction of all our wants (which it to some extent even multiplies), this being 
an end to which an implanted instinct would have led with much greater certainty); and 
since, nevertheless, reason is imparted to us as a practical faculty, that is, as one which is 
to have influence on the wil, therefore, admitting that nature generally in the distribu- 
tion of her capacities has adapted the means to the end, its true destination must be to 
produce a will, not merely good as a means to something else, but good in itself, for which 
reason was absolutely necessary. This will then, though not indeed the sole and complete 
good, must be the supreme good and the condition of every other, even of the desire of 


happiness. Under these circumstances, there is nothing inconsistent with the wisdom of 
nt ivati which is requisite for the first and un- 
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ose, does in many ways interfere, at least in this life, with the attainment 

is always conditio | happi Nay, it may even reduce 
it to nothing, without nature thereby failing a Hae purpose. a reason recognizes the es- 
tablishment of a good will as its highest practical destination, and in attaining this pur- 
pose is capable only of a satisfaction of its own proper kind, namely, that from the attain- 
ment of an end, which end again is determined by reason only, notwithstanding that this 
may involve many a disappointment to the ends of inclination. 

We have then to develop the notion of a will which deserves to be highly esteemed for 
itself, and is good without a view to anything further, a notion which exists already in the 
sound natural understanding, requiring rather to be cleared up than to be taught, and 
which in estimating the value of our actions always takes the first place and constitutes 
the condition of all the rest. In order to do this, we will take the notion of duty, which in- 
cludes that of a good will, although implying certain subjective restrictions and hin- 
drances. These, however, far from concealing it or rendering it unrecognizable, rather 
bring it out by contrast and make it shine forth so much the brighter. 

I omit here all actions which are already recognized as inconsistent with duty, although 
they may be useful for this or that purpose, for with these the question whether they are 
done from duty cannot arise at all, since they even conflict with it. I also set aside those ac- 
tions which really conform to duty, but to which men have no direct znclination, perform- 
ing them because they are impelled thereto by some other inclination. For in this case we 
can readily distinguish whether the action which agrees with duty is done from duty or 
from a selfish view. It is much harder to make this distinction when the action accords 
with duty, and the subject has besides a direct inclination to it. For example, it is always a 
matter of duty that a dealer should not overcharge an inexperienced purchaser; and wher- 
ever there is much commerce the prudent tradesman does not overcharge, but keeps a fixed 
price for everyone, so that a child buys of him as well as any other. Men are thus Aonestly 
served; but this is not enough to make us believe that the tradesman has so acted from 
duty and from principles of honesty; his own advantage required it; it is out of the ques- 
tion in this case to suppose that he might besides have a direct inclination in favor of the 
buyers, so that, as it were, from love he should give no advantage to one over another. Ac- 
cordingly the action was done neither from duty nor from direct inclination, but merely 
with a selfish view. 

On the other hand, it is a duty to maintain one’s life; and, in addition, everyone has 
also a direct inclination to do so. But on this account the often anxious care which most 
men take for it has no intrinsic worth, and their maxim has no moral import. They pre- 
serve their life as duty requires, no doubt, but not because duty requires. On the other hand, 
if adversity and hopeless sorrow have completely taken away the relish for life, if the un- 
fortunate one, strong in mind, indignant at his fate rather than desponding or dejected, 
wishes for death, and yet preserves his life without loving it—not from inclination or fear, 
but from duty—then his maxim has a moral worth. 

To be beneficent when we can is a duty; and besides this, there are many minds so sym- 
pathetically constituted that, without any other motive of vanity or self-interest, they find 
a pleasure in spreading joy around them, and can take delight in the satisfaction of others 
so far as it is their own work. But I maintain that in such a case an action of this kind, 
however proper, however amiable it may be, has nevertheless no true moral worth, but is 
on a level with other inclinations, for example, the inclination to honor, which, if it is hap- 
pily directed to that which is in fact of public utility and accordant with duty, and conse- 
quently honorable, deserves praise and encouragement, but not esteem. For the maxim 
lacks the moral import, namely, that such actions be done from duty, not from inclination. 
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Put the case that the mind of that philanthropist was clouded by sorrow of his own, ex- 
tinguishing all sympathy with the lot of others, and that while he still has the power to 
benefit others in distress, he is not touched by their trouble because he is absorbed with 
his own; and now suppose that he tears himself out of this dead insensibility and performs 
the action without any inclination to it, but simply from duty, then first has his action its 
genuine moral worth. Further still, if nature has put little sympathy in the heart of this 
or that man, if he, supposed to be an upright man, is by temperament cold and indiffer- 
ent to the sufferings of others, perhaps because in respect of his own he is provided with 
the special gift of patience and fortitude, and supposes, or even requires, that others should 
have the same—and such a man would certainly not be the meanest product of nature— 
but if nature had not specially framed him for a philanthropist, would he not still find in 
himself a source from whence to give himself a far higher worth than that of a goodna- 
tured temperament could be? Unquestionably. It is just in this that the moral worth of 
the character is brought out which is incomparably the highest of all, namely, that he is 
beneficent, not from inclination, but from duty. 

To secure one’s own happiness is a duty, at least indirectly; for discontent with one’s 
condition, under a pressure of many anxieties and amidst unsatisfied wants, might easily 
become a great temptation to transgression of duty. But here again, without looking to duty, 
all men have already the strongest and most intimate inclination to happiness, because it 
is just in this idea that all inclinations are combined in one total. But the precept of hap- 
piness is often of such a sort that it greatly interferes with some inclinations, and yet a 
man cannot form any definite and certain conception of the sum of satisfaction of all of 
them which is called happiness. It is not then to be wondered at that a single inclination, 
definite both as to what it promises and as to the time within which it can be gratified, is 
often able to overcome such a fluctuating idea, and that a gouty patient, for instance, can 
choose to enjoy what he likes, and to suffer what he may, since, according to his calcula- 
tion, on this occasion at least, he has [only] not sacrificed the enjoyment of the present mo- 
ment to a possibly mistaken expectation of a happiness which is supposed to be found in 
health. But even in this case, if the general desire for happiness did not influence his will, 
and supposing that in his particular case health was not a necessary element in this calcu- 
lation, there yet remains in this, as in all other cases, this law—namely, that he should 
promote his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and by this would his conduct 
first acquire true moral worth. 

It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand those passages of Scripture 
also in which we are commanded to love our neighbor, even our enemy. For love, as an af- 
fection, cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty’s sake may, even though we are 
not impelled to it by any inclination—nay, are even repelled by a natural and unconquer- 
able aversion. This is practical love, and not pathological—a love which is seated in the will, 
and not in the propensions of sense—in principles of action and not of tender sympathy; 
and it is this love alone which can be commanded. 

The second’ proposition is: That an action done from duty derives its moral worth, zot 
from the purpose which is to be attained by it, but from the maxim by which it is deter- 
mined, and therefore does not depend on the realization of the object of the action, but 
merely on the principle of volition by which the action has taken place, without regard to 
any object of desire. It is clear from what precedes that the purposes which we may have 
in view in our actions, or their effects regarded as ends and springs of the will, cannot give 
to actions any unconditional or moral worth. In what, then, can their worth lie if it is not 
to consist in the will and in reference to its expected effect? It cannot lie anywhere but in 
the principle of the will without regard to the ends which can be attained by the action. For 
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the will stands between its æ priori principle, which is formal, and its a posterior? spring, 
which is material, as between two roads, and as it must be determined by something, it 
follows that it must be determined by the formal principle of volition when an action is 
done from duty, in which case every material principle has been withdrawn from it. 

The third proposition, which is a consequence of the two preceding, I would express 
thus: Duty is the necessity of acting from respect for the law. I may have inclination for an object 
as the effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have respect for it just for this reason that 
it is an effect and not an energy of will. Similarly, I cannot have respect for inclination, 
whether my own or another’s; I can at most, if my own, approve it; if another’s, sometimes 
even love it, that is, look on it as favorable to my own interest. It is only what is connected 
with my will as a principle, by no means as an effect—what does not subserve my incli- 
nation, but overpowers it, or at least in case of choice excludes it from its calculation—in 
other words, simply the law of itself, which can be an object of respect, and hence a com- 
mand. Now an action done from duty must wholly exclude the influence of inclination, 
and with it every object of the will, so that nothing remains which can determine the will 
except objectively the /aw, and subjectively pure respect for this practical law, and conse- 
quently the maxim’ that I should follow this law even to the thwarting of all my inclina- 
tions. 

Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect expected from it, nor in any 
principle of action which requires to borrow its motive from this expected effect. For all 
these effects—agreeableness of one’s condition, and even the promotion of the happiness 
of others—could have been also brought about by other causes, so that for this there would 
have been no need of the will of a rational being; whereas it is in this alone that the 
supreme and unconditional good can be found. The pre-eminent good which we call moral 
can therefore consist in nothing else than the conception of law in itself, which certainly is only 
possible in a rational being, in so far as this conception, and not the expected effect, deter- 
mines the will. This is a good which is already present in the person who acts accordingly, 
and we have not to wait for it to appear first in the result.“ 

But what sort of law can that be the conception of which must determine the will, even 
without paying any regard to the effect expected from it, in order that this will may be 
called good absolutely and without qualification? As I have deprived the will of every im- 
pulse which could arise to it from obedience to any law, there remains nothing but the 
universal conformity of its actions to law in general, which alone is to serve the will as a 
principle, that is, I am never to act otherwise than so that I could also will that my maxim 
should become a universal law. Here, now, it is the simple conformity to law in general, with- 
out assuming any particular law applicable to certain actions, that serves the will as its 
principle, and must so serve it if duty is not to be a vain delusion and a chimerical notion. 
The common reason of men in its practical judgments perfectly coincides with this, and 
always has in view the principle here suggested. Let the question be, for example: May I 
when in distress make a promise with the intention not to keep it? I readily distinguish 
here between the two significations which the question may have: whether it is prudent 
or whether it is right to make a false promise? The former may undoubtedly often be the 
case. I see clearly indeed that it is not enough to extricate myself from a present difficulty 
by means of this subterfuge, but it must be well considered whether there may not here- 
after spring from this lie much greater inconvenience than that from which I now free my- 
self, and as, with all my supposed cunning, the consequences cannot be so easily foreseen 
but that credit once lost may be much more injurious to me than any mischief which I 
seek to avoid at present, it should be considered whether it would not be more prudent to 
act herein according to a universal maxim, and to make it a habit to promise nothing ex- 
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cept with the intention of keeping it. But it is soon clear to me that such a maxim will 
still only be based on the fear of consequences. Now it is a wholly different thing to be 
truthful from duty, and to be so from apprehension of injurious consequences. In the first 
case, the very notion of the action already implies a law for me; in the second case, I must 
first look about elsewhere to see what results may be combined with it which would af- 
fect myself. For to deviate from the principle of duty is beyond all doubt wicked; but to 
be unfaithful to my maxim of prudence may often be very advantageous to me, although 
to abide by it is certainly safer. The shortest way, however, and an unerring one, to dis- 
cover the answer to this question whether a lying promise is consistent with duty, is to ask 
myself, Should I be content that my maxim (to extricate myself from difficulty by a false 
promise) should hold good as a universal law, for myself as well as for others; and should 
I be able to say to myself, “Every one may make a deceitful promise when he finds him- 
self in a difficulty from which he cannot otherwise extricate himself”? Then I presently 
become aware that, while I can will the lie, I can by no means will that lying should be a 
universal law. For which such a law there would be no promises at all, since it would be 
in vain to allege my intention in regard to my future actions to those who would not be- 
lieve this allegation, or if they over-hastily did so, would pay me back in my own coin. 
Hence my maxim, as soon as it should be made a universal law, would necessarily destroy 
itself. 

I do not, therefore, need any far-reaching penetration to discern what I have to do in 
order that my will may be morally good. Inexperienced in the course of the world, inca- 
pable of being prepared for all its contingencies, I only ask myself: Canst thou also will 
that thy maxim should be a universal law? If not, then it must be rejected, and that not 
because of a disadvantage accruing from it to myself or even to others, but because it can- 
not enter as a principle into a possible universal legislation, and reason extorts from me 
immediate respect for such legislation. I do not indeed as yet discern on what this respect 
is based (this the philosopher may inquire), but at least I understand this—that it is an 
estimation of the worth which far outweighs all worth of what is recommended by incli- 
nation, and that the necessity of acting from pure respect for the practical law is what con- 
stitutes duty, to which every other motive must give place because it is the condition of a 
will being good in żtself, and the worth of such a will is above everything. 

Thus, then, without quitting the moral knowledge of common human reason, we have 
arrived at its principle. And although, no doubt, common men do not conceive it in such 
an abstract and universal form, yet they always have it really before their eyes and use it 
as the standard of their decision. Here it would be easy to show how, with this compass in 
hand, men are well able to distinguish, in every case that occurs, what is good, what bad, 
conformably to duty or inconsistent with it, if, without in the least teaching them any- 
thing new, we only, like Socrates, direct their attention to the principle they themselves 
employ; and that, therefore, we do not need science and philosophy to know what we 
should do to be honest and good, yea, even wise and virtuous. Indeed we might well have 
conjectured beforehand that the knowledge of what every man is bound to do, and there- 
fore also to know, would be within the reach of every man, even the commonest. Here we 
cannot forbear admiration when we see how great an advantage the practical judgment has 
over the theoretical in the common understanding of men. In the latter, if common rea- 
son ventures to depart from the laws of experience and from the perceptions of the senses, 
it falls into mere inconceivabilities and self-contradictions, at least into a chaos of uncer- 
tainty, obscurity, and instability. But in the practical sphere it is just when the common 
understanding excludes all sensible springs from practical laws that its power of judgment 
begins to show itself to advantage. It then becomes even subtle, whether it be that it chi- 
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canes with its own conscience or with other claims respecting what is to be called right, 
or whether it desires for its own instruction to determine honestly the worth of actions; 
and, in the latter case, it may even have as good a hope of hitting the mark as any philoso- 
pher whatever can promise himself. Nay, it is almost more sure of doing so, because the 
philosopher cannot have any other principle, while he may easily perplex his judgment by 
a multitude of considerations foreign to the matter, and so turn aside from the right way. 
Would it not therefore be wiser in moral concerns to acquiesce in the judgment of com- 
mon reason, or at most only to call in philosophy for the purpose of rendering the system 
of morals more complete and intelligible, and its rules more convenient for use (especially 
for disputation), but not so as to draw off the common understanding from its happy sim- 
plicity, or to bring it by means of philosophy into a new path of inquiry and instruction? 

Innocence is indeed a glorious thing; only, on the other hand, it is very sad that it can- 
not well maintain itself, and is easily seduced. On this account even wisdom—which oth- 
erwise consists more in conduct than in knowledge—yet has need of science, not in order 
to learn from it, but to secure for its precepts admission and permanence. Against all the 
commands of duty which reason represents to man as so deserving of respect, he feels in 
himself a powerful counterpoise in his wants and inclinations, the entire satisfaction of 
which he sums up under the name of happiness. Now reason issues its commands un- 
yieldingly, without promising anything to the inclinations, and, as it were, with disregard 
and contempt for these claims, which are so impetuous and at the same time so plausible, 
and which will not allow themselves to be suppressed by any command. Hence there arises 
a natural dialectic, that is, a disposition to argue against these strict laws of duty and to 
question their validity, or at least their purity and strictness; and, if possible, to make them 
more accordant with our wishes and inclinations, that is to say, to corrupt them at their 
very source and entirely to destroy their worth—a thing which even common practical rea- 
son cannot ultimately call good. 

Thus is the common reason of man compelled to go out of its sphere and to take a step 
into the field of a practical philosophy, not to satisfy any speculative want (which never oc- 
curs to it as long as it is content to be mere sound reason), but even on practical grounds, 
in order to attain in it information and clear instruction respecting the source of its prin- 
ciple, and the correct determination of it in opposition to the maxims which are based on 
wants and inclinations, so that it may escape from the perplexity of opposite claims, and 
not run the risk of losing all genuine moral principles through the equivocation into which 
it easily falls. Thus, when practical reason cultivates itself, there insensibly arises in it a 
dialectic which forces it to seek aid in philosophy, just as happens to it in its theoretic use; 
and in this case, therefore, as well as in the other, it will find rest nowhere but in a thor- 
ough critical examination of our reason. 


SECOND SECTION 


‘Transition from Popular Moral Philosophy 
to the Metaphysic of Morals 


If we have hitherto drawn our notion of duty from the common use of our practical rea- 
son, it is by no means to be inferred that we have treated it as an empirical notion. On the 
contrary, if we attend to the experience of men’s conduct, we meet frequent and, as we our- 
selves allow, just complaints that one cannot find a oe certain se yes of the a 
tion to act from pure duty. A ay things are dot i 


286 IMMANUEL KANT 


caaaeii Heme Tire Ton at all times on chiles iNi who have alto- 
eet denied that this papon eA exists at all in human actions, and have as= 


. Not that they have on that account 


; on the contrary, they spoke with 
ure, which, though noble enough 


to take as its ee an m so worthy of respect, is yet too wenk to follow it; and employs 
reason which ought to give it the law only for the purpose of providing for the interest of 
the inclinations, whether singly or at the best in the greatest possible harmony with one 
another. 


m In fact, it iss out by ience with cc | 
| j 01 ree % ape in itself, paceman 
d Sern it happens that with the sharpest 
) self-examination we can find nothing beside the moral principle of duty which could have 
been powerful enough to move us to this or that action and to so great a sacrifice; yet we 
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fact we can never, even by the strictest examination, get completely behind the secret 
, since, wher yues of moral v 
À at with ¢ ose inward principles of them which we 
|do not see. 


Moreover, we cannot better serve the wishes of those who ridicule all morality as a mere 
chimera of human imagination overstepping itself from vanity, than by conceding to them 
that notions of duty must be drawn only from experience (as from indolence, people are 
ready to think is also the case with all other notions); for this is to prepare for them a cer- 
tain triumph. I am willing to admit out of love of humanity that even most of our actions 
are correct, but if we look closer at them we everywhere come upon the dear self which is 
always prominent, and it is this they have in view, and not the strict command of duty, 
which would often require self-denial. Without being an enemy of virtue, a cool observer, 
one that does not mistake the wish for good, however lively, for its reality, may sometimes 
doubt whether true virtue is actually found anywhere in the world, and this especially as 
years increase and the judgment is partly made wiser by sga e, and partly also more 
acute in observation. This being so, 3 | n away alti 

or maintain in the soul a well- grounded respect fäi its vere, but the 
clear conviction that although there should never have been actions which really sprang 
from such pure sources, yet whether this or that takes place is not at all the question; but 
that reason of itself, independent on all experience, ordains what ought to take place, that 
accordingly actions of which perhaps the world has hitherto never ae an SES the 


there might never yet Me been a sincere friend, yet not a wit the less i is pure 


thoug 


e in STG oe of sey man, because, prior to all experience, this duty is 


ot merely wader certain contingent conditions 


or with exceptions, but with absolute necessity, t 
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bring into unbounded respect as a universal precept for every rational nature that which 
perhaps holds only under the contingent conditions of humanity? Or how could laws of 
the determination of ovr will be regarded as laws of the determination of the will of ra- 
tional beings generally, and for us only as such, if they were merely empirical and did not 
take their origin wholly a priori from pure but practical reason? 

Nor could anything be more fatal to morality than that we should wish to derive it 
from examples. For every example of it that is set before me must be first itself tested by 
principles of morality, whether it is worthy to serve as an original example, that is, as a 
pattern, but by no means can it authoritatively furnish the conception of morality. Even 
the Holy One of the Gospels must first be compared with our ideal of moral perfection be- 
fore we can recognize Him as such; and so He says of Himself, “Why call ye Me [whom 
you see} good; none is good [the model of good} but God only [whom ye do not see]}?” 
But whence have we the conception of God as s the supreme ponds st lag from the idea of 
moral Pelt which re : = it 


ol — is, they put peremen aise nm eni of what the law commands, they 
make visible that which the practical rule expresses more generally, but they can never au- 
thorize us to set aside the true original which lies in reason, and to guide ourselves by ex- 
amples. 

If then there is no genuine supreme principle of morality but what must rest simply 

n pure reason, independent on all experience, I think it is not necessary even to put the 
question whether it is good to exhibit these concepts in their generality (in abstracto) as 
they are established a priori along with the principles belonging to them, if our knowl- 
edge is to be distinguished from the vulgar and to be called philosophical. In our times in- 
deed this might perhaps be necessary; for it we collected votes, whether pure rational 
knowledge separated from everything empirical, that is to say, metaphysic of morals, or 
whether popular practical philosophy is to be preferred, it is easy to guess which side 
would preponderate. 

This descending to popular notions is certainly very commendable if the ascent to the 
principles of pure reason has first taken place and been satisfactorily accomplished. This 
ey some PRACT mers MET and then, when it is firmly established, 
procure a hearing for it by giving it a 3 acter. But it is quite absurd to try to be 
papular i in the first i inquiry, on which the SOREN of the principles depends. It is not 
only that this proceeding can never lay claim to the very rare merit of a true philosophical 

ince there is no art in being intelligible if one renounces all thoroughness 
of insight; but also it produces a disgusting medley of compiled observations and half- 
reasoned principles. Shallow pates enjoy this because it can be used for everyday chat, but 
the sagacious find in it only confusion, and being unsatisfied and unable to help them- 
selves, they turn away their eyes, while philosophers, who see quite well through this delu- 
sion, are little listened to when they call men off for a time from this pretended popular- 
ity in order that they might be rightfully popular after they have attained a definite 
insight. 

We need only look at the attempts of moralists in that favorite fashion, and we shall 
find at one time the special constitution of human nature (including, however, the idea of 
a rational nature generally), at one time perfection, at another happiness, here moral sense, 
there fear of God, a little of this and a little of that, in marvelous mixture, without its oc- 
curring to them to ask whether the principles of morality are to be sought in the knowl- 
edge g human nature at all arien we can have sii tad rl and, if this i is not 
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Bie pre reg cen and nowhere else, not even in the smallest degree—then 
rather to adopt the method of making this a separate inquiry, as pure practical philosophy, 
or (if one may use a name so decried) as metaphysic of morals,’ to bring it by itself to com- 
pleteness, and to require the public, which wishes for popular treatment, to await the issue 
of this undertaking. 

Such a metaphysic of morals, completely isolated, not mixed with any anthropology, 
theology, physics, or hyperphysics, and still less with occult qualities (which we might call 
hypophysical), is not only an indispensable substratum of all sound theoretical knowledge 
of duties, but is at the same time a desideratum of the highest importance to the actual 


fulfilment of their precepts. enn a eee EL unmixed with any foreign 
"aaar maanisia álainn , in a word, i he moral law, exer- 


e (which first becomes aware with this that 


it can z itself be een an influence s : ore powe malle pring: 

which may be derived from the field of experience that in the consciousness of its worth 

it despises the Lea and can ai RA become their e a a 
unded part motives dra feelings and ions, and partly also of 


brought under any PEpR 
-also to evil. 


From what has been said 


, and that, moreover, in the commonest reason just as 
truly as in that which is in the highest degree speculative; that they cannot be obtained 
by abstraction from any empirical, and therefore merely contingent, knowledge; that it is 
just this purity of their origin that makes them worthy to serve as our supreme practical 
principle, and that just in proportion as we add anything empirical, we detract from their 
genuine influence and from the absolute value of actions; that it is not only of the great- 
est necessity, in a purely speculative point of view, but is also of the greatest practical im- 
portance, to derive these notions and laws from pure reason, to present them pure and un- 
mixed, and even to determine the compass of this practical or pure rational knowledge, 
that is, to determine the whole faculty of pure practical reason; and, in doing so, we must 
not make its principles dependent on the particular nature of human reason, though in 
peculative also this Blu 25 Penia or may even at times be necessary; but since 


i a ing. In this way, en for its em to man mor- 
ality = need of autnwpulad yet, in the first instance, we must treat it independently as 
pure philosophy, that a vena rename er event thing which in such distinct 
branches of science is easily done); knowing well that, unless we are in possession of this, 
it would not only be vain to determine the moral element of duty in right actions for pur- 
poses of speculative criticism, but it would be impossible to base morals on their genuine 
principles, even for common practical purposes, especially of moral instruction, so as to 
produce pure moral dispositions, and to engraft them on men’s minds to the promotion 
of the greatest possible good in the world. 

But in order that in this study we may not merely advance by the natural steps from 
the common moral judgment (in this case very worthy of respect) to the philosophical, 
as has been already done, but also from a popular philosophy, which goes no further 
than it can reach by groping with the help of examples, to metaphysic (which does not 
allow itself to be checked by anything empirical and, as it must measure the whole 


extent of this kind of rational knowledge, goes as far as ideal conceptions, where even 
examples fail us), we must 
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` Chie iS, ciate, that is 


Q q ] Et lda\ 

Sail Sinwe ee Bechet of actions from principles requires reason, the 

but practical reason. If reason infallibly determines the will, then the actions of such a 
being which are recognized as objectively necessary are subjectively necessary also, that is, 
the will is a faculty to choose that only which reason independent on inclination recognizes 
y, that is, as good. But if reason of itself does not sufficiently deter- 
mine the will, if the latter is subject also to subjective conditions (particular impulses) 
which do not always coincide with the objective conditions, in a wor 


in itself completely accord with reason (which is actually the case with a then the ac- — 


: ) , Dj ngent, and the de- 
termination of such a will seven to objective laws is labiemmniae deat is to say, the rela- 


tion of the objective laws to a will that is not thoroughly good is conceived as the 


determination of the will of a rational being by principles of reason, but which the will 
from its nature does not of necessity follow. 


a 


mm 


All mero are STOTT pperes rer the re- 


lation of an objective law of reason to a will which from its subjective constitution is not 
necessarily determined by it (an obligation). They say that something would be good to 
do or to forbear, but they say it to a will which does not always do a thing because it is 
conceived to be good to do it. That is practically good, however, which determines the will 
by means of the conceptions of reason, and consequently not from subjective causes, but 
objectively, that is, on principles which are valid for every rational being as such. It is dis- 
tinguished from the pleasant as that which influences the will only be means of sensation 


from merely subjective causes, valid only for the sense of this or that one, and not as a prin- — 


- vill w the be equally subject to objective laws (viz., laws of 
good), but CN not be conceived as are eased to act chara ies of itself from 
its subjective constitution it ¢ c ed t rood. Therefore 


no imperatives hold for the Divine will, or in ial for a bo will; DIA here out of 


place because the volition is already of itself necessarily in unison with the law. Therefore 


Now all ¿imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The former represent 


the practical necessity of a possible action as means to something else chat is willed (or at 
least which one might possibly will). The categorical imperative would be thae which rep- 


Since a Re, and on this account, for 


a subject who is practically determinable by reason as necessary, all imperatives are for- 
mulae determining an action which is necessary according to the principle aig will good 
in some respects. 


Thus the imperative declares what action possible by me would be good, and presents 
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the practical rule in relation to a will which does not forthwith perform an action simply 
because it is good, whether because the subject does not always. know that it is good, or 
because, even if it knows this, yet its maxims might be opposed to the objective princi- 
ples of practical reason. 

Accordingly the hypothetical imperative only says that the action is good for some pur- 
pose, Se oi or actual. In the first case it is a problematical, in the second an oria 


Wihakeuer is possible are by the power of some rational being may also be conceived 
as a possible purpose of some will; and therefore the principles of action as regards the 
means necessary to attain some possible purpose are in fact infinitely numerous. All sci- 
ences have a practical part consisting of problems expressing that some end is possible for 
us, and of i imperatives directing how it may be attained. These may, ESET be called 


bask a patient thoroughly healthy, and for a poisoner to ensure certain death, are of equal 
value in this respect, that each serves to effect its purpose perfectly. Since in early youth it 
cannot be known what ends are likely to occur to us in the course of life, parents seek to 
have their children taught a great many things, and provide for their s&7// in the use of means 
for all sorts of arbitrary ends, of none of which can they determine whether it may not per- 
haps hereafter be an object to their pupil, but which it is at all events possible that he might 
aim at; and this anxiety is so great that they commonly neglect to form and correct their 
judgment on the value of the things which may be chosen as ends. 
‘There is ove end, however, which may be 

Mso far as imperatives apply to them, viz., as dependent beings), and, therefore, one 
purpose which they not merely may have, but which we may with certainty assume that 
they all actually ave by a natural necessity, and this is Aappiness. The hypothetical imper- 
ative which expresses the practical necessity of an action as means to the advancement of 
happiness is assertorial. We are not to present it as necessary for an uncertain and merely 


possible purpose, but for a purpose which we may presuppose with certainty and a priori 
in every man, because it belongs to his being. Srl A ey 
greatest well-being may be called prudence,’ in the narrowest sense. And thus the impera- 
tive which refers to the choice of means to one’s own happiness, that is, the precept of pru- 
dence, is still always Aypothetical; the action is not commanded absolutely, but only as 


means to another purpose. 
Finally, there is an imperative w 


i i ] qp ee in it consists in the 


ie pai TA he consequence be aoe it may. This imperative may be called that 


There is a marked distinction also between the volitions on these three sorts of princi- 
ples in the dissimilarity of the obligation of the will. In order to mark this difference more | 
clearly, I think they would be most suitably named in their order if we said they are ei- 
ther rules of skill, or counsels of on or kaa (laws) of morality. For it is Jaw only | 
t 25 the ceptic 3 con | object ty, which is conse- 


that is, must be — 


Guanes: indeed, involve necessity, but one 
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which can only hold under a contingent subjective condition, viz., they depend ı on whether 
this or that man reckons this or that as part of his happiness; the ; 
on the contrary, i imi i and as being absolutely, although practi- 
cally, necessary may be quite properly called a command. We might also call the first kind 
of imperatives technical (belonging to ago the second pragmatic (belonging to welfare), the 
third mnt, r 3 f , IEA —— a 

Now arises iz questi is question does not 
seek to know how we can conceive the sng a a Ene action which theri i sil 
tive ordains, but merely how on of t 

ative expresses. No special <a is feded to show liata an imperative of skill is pos- 
sible. Whoever wills the end wills also (so far as reason decides his conduct) the means in 
his power which are indispensably necessary thereto. This proposition is, as regards the vo- 
lition, analytical; for in willing an object as my effect there is already thought the causal- 
ity of myself as an acting cause, that is to say, the use of the means; and the imperative 
educes fro ion of volition of an end the conception of actions necessary to this 
end. Lien N no doubt be employed in defining the means to a pro- 
posed end; but they do not concern the principle, the act of the will, but the object and _ 

woor example, that in order to bisect a line on an unerring principle I must 
draw from its extremities two intersecting arcs; this no doubt is taught by mathematics 
only in synthetical propositions; but if I know that it is only by this process that the in- 
tended operation can be performed, then to say that if I fully will the operation, I also will 
the action required for it, is an analytical proposition; for it is one and the same thing to 
conceive something as an effect which I can produce in a certain way, and to conceive my- 
self as acting in this way. 

If it were only equally easy to give a definite conception of happiness, the imperatives 
of prudence would correspond exactly with those of skill, and would likewise be analyti- 
cal. For in this case as in that, it could be said whoever wills the end wills also (according 

to the dictate of reason necessarily) the en means thereto which are in his power. 
But, 2 the chat althe 


he reason of this ; is Me 


aaae 2c never: 
theless the i , a maximum of welfare in my pres- 


ent and all future circumstances. Now it is impossible that the most clear-sighted and at 
the same time most powerful being (supposed finite) should frame to himself a definite 
conception of what he really wills in this. Does he will riches, how much anxiety, envy, 
and snares might he not thereby draw upon his shoulders? Does he will knowledge and 
discernment, perhaps it might prove to be only an eye so much the sharper to show him 
so much the more fearfully the evils that are now concealed from him and that cannot be 
avoided, or to impose more wants on his desires, which already give him concern enough. 
Would he have long life? Who guarantees to him that it would not be a long misery? 
Would he at least have health? How often has uneasiness of the body restrained from ex- 
cesses into which perfect health would have allowed one to fall, and so on? In short, he is 
unable, on any principle, to determine with certainty what would make him land ies 


because to do so he would need to be omniscient. ite 
principles to secure happiness, i r example, of regimen, 


frugality, courtesy, reserve, etc., which experience teaches do, on the average, most pro- 
mote well-being. Hence it follows that the imperatives of prudence do not, strictly speak- ~ 
ing, command at all, that is, they cannot present actions objectively as practically neces- 
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sary; that they are rather to be regarded as counsels (consilia) than precepts (praecepta) of 
reason, that the problem to determine certainly and universally what action would pro- 
mote the happiness of a rational being is completely insoluble, and consequently no im- 
perative Reopening it is ai Ui steadi, inthe strict sense; command to do what 
on empirical grounds, and it is vain to expect oor these shuld define: an action by which 
one could attain the totality of a series of consequences which is really endless. This im- 
perative of prudence would, however, be an analytical proposition if we assume that the 
means to happiness could be certainly assigned; for it is distinguished from the impera- 
tive of skill only by this that in the latter the end is merely possible, in the former it is given; 
as, however, both only ordain the means to that which we suppose to be willed as an end, 


it follows that the imperative which ordains the willing of the means of him who wills the 
end is in both sass pnaligica l. Thus there ie wer ificaley Ta Pevard CORN SOR Ee 
perative of this kind either. 
On the other hand, the pide ow the imperative of morality is possible, is un- 
aonb lt Bt de ng a solution, as this is not at all hypothetical, 


t presents cannot rest on any hypothesis, as is the case wi 


othetical im . Only here we must never leave out of consideration that we 


! ble, in other words, beta ee 
ANTE o ir it 1s rather to be feared the those which see yE Orie 
yet be at bottom hypothetical. For instance, rea cite precept is: Thou chalet not promise 


deceitfully; and it is assumed that the necessity of this is not a mere counsel to avoid some 
other evil, so that it should mean: Thou shalt not make a lying promise, lest if it become 
known thou shouldst destroy thy credit, but that an action of this kind must be regarded 
as evil in itself, so that the imperative of the prohibition is categorical; then we cannot 
show with certainty in any example that the will was determined merely by the law, with- 
out any other spring of action, although it may appear to be so. For it is always possible 
that fear of disgrace, perhaps also obscure dread of other dangers, may have a secret influ- 
ence on the will. Who can prove by experience the non-existence of a cause when all that 
experience tells us is that we do not perceive it? But in such a case the so-called moral im- 
perative, which as such appears to be categorical and unconditional, would in reality be 
only a pragmatic precept, drawing our attention to our own interests, and merely teach- 
ing us to take these into consideration. 
‘tive, as we have not in this case . the aches otal its scaling being given in experience, so 
that {the elucidation of} its possibility should be requisite only for its explanation, not for 
its establishment. In the meantime it may be sia beforehand that the categorical 


roe of the vill but not t laws, since Empey is ly necessary for the attainment of some 
arbitrary purpose may be considered as in itself contingent, and we can at any time be free 
from the precept if we give up the purpose; on the contrary, the unconditional command 
leaves the will no liberty to choose the opposite, consequently it alone carries with it that 
necessity which we require in a law. 

Secondly, in the case of this categorical imperative or law of morality, the difficulty (of 
discerning its possibility) is a very profound one. It is an æ priori synthetical practical 
proposition; and as there is so much difficulty in discerning the possibility of speculative 
propositions of this kind, it may readily be supposed that the difficulty will be no less with 
the practical. 

In this problem we will first inquire whether the mere conception of a categorical im- 


=p 
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perative may not perhaps supply us also with the formula of it, containing the proposition 
which alone can be a categorical imperative; for even if we know the tenor of such an ab- 
solute command, yet how it is possible will require further special and laborious study, 
which we postpone to the last section. 

When I conceive a hypothetical imperative, in general I do not know beforehand what 
it will contain until I am given the condition. But w onceive a- 


tive, I know at once what it contains. For as the imperative contains sa ia mas only 


the necessity that the maxims" shall conform to this law, while the law contains no con- 


ditions arespefacing It; sete remains s nothing but the general statement that the maxim of 
ne shou : re , and it is this conformity alone that dee im- 


perative R oe as HE CeRSARye 


There i is therefore but one cate 


4 nels ue 4 


Ta if all imperatives af aen can be sleclinacel m p one imperative as from their 
principle, then, although it should remain undecided whether what is called duty is not 
merely a vain notion, yet at least we shall be able to show what we understand by it and 
what this notion means. 

Since the universality of the law according to which effects are produced constitutes 
what is properly called nature in the most general sense (as to form)—that is, the existence 
of things so far as it is determined a gogel laws—the imperative of duty may be ex- 
pressed thus: Act as ij -thy action were to become by thy will a universal law of 
nature. 

We will now enumerate a few duties, adopting the usual division of them into duties 
to ourselves and to others, and into perfect and imperfect duties.” 


still so far in possession Nor Re reason i We can CI himself TAEI it would not be 
contrary to his duty to himself to take his own life. Now he inquires whether the maxim 
of his action could become a universal law of nature. His maxim is: From self-love I 
adopt it as a principle to shorten my life when its longer duration is likely to bring 
more evil than satisfaction. It is asked then simply whether this principle founded on 
self-love can become a universal law of nature. Now we see at once that a system of na- 
ture of which it should be a law to destroy life by means of the very feeling whose spe- 
cial nature it is to impel to the improvement of life would contradict itself, and there- 
fore could not exist as a system of nature; hence that maxim cannot possibly exist as a 
universal law of nature, and consequently would be wholly inconsistent with the 
supreme principle of all duty. 


promises stoutly to repay it in a definite time. He desires to make this promise, but he 
has still so much conscience as to ask himself: Is it not unlawful and inconsistent with 
duty to get out of a difficulty in this way? Suppose, however, that he resolves to do so, 
then the maxim of his action would be expressed thus: When I think myself in want 
of money, I will borrow money and promise to repay it, although I know that I never 
can do so. Now this principle of self-love or of one’s own advantage may perhaps be 
consistent with my whole future welfare; but the question now is, Is it right? I change 
then the suggestion of self-love into a universal law, and state the question thus: How 
would it be if my maxim were a universal law? Then I see at once that it could never 
hold as a universal law of nature, but would necessarily contradict itself. For supposing 
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it to be a universal law that everyone when he thinks himself in a difficulty should be 
able to promise whatever he pleases, with the purpose of not keeping his promise, the 
promise itself would become impossible, as well as the end that one might have in view 
in it, since no one would consider that anything was promised to him, but would 
ridicule all such statements as vain pretenses. 


ing his er facaral capacities. He asks, however, whether his maxim of neglect of his 
natural gifts, besides agreeing with his inclination to indulgence, agrees also with what 
is called duty. He sees then that a system of nature could indeed subsist with such a 
universal law, although men (like the South Sea islanders) should let their talents rest 
and resolve to devote their lives merely to idleness, amusement, and propagation of 
their species—in a word, to enjoyment; but he cannot possibly w2// that this should be 
a universal law of nature, or be implanted in us as such by a natural instinct. For, as a 
rational being, he necessarily wills that his faculties be developed, since they serve him, 
and have been given him, for all sorts of aS purposes. 


Let everyone Be as happy as TA Pisek or as he can mke himself; I will take notit 
ing from him nor even envy him, only I do not wish to contribute anything to his wel- 
fare or to his assistance in distress! Now no doubt, if such a mode of thinking were a 
universal law, the human race might very well subsist, and doubtless even better than 
in a state in which everyone talks of sympathy and good-will, or even takes care occa- 
sionally to put it into practice, but, on the other side, also cheats when he can, betrays 
the rights of men, or otherwise violates them. But although it is possible that a uni- 
versal law of nature might exist in accordance with that maxim, it is impossible to w// 
that such a principle should have the universal validity of a law of nature. For a will 
which resolved this would contradict itself, inasmuch as many cases might occur in 
which one would have the need of the love and sympathy of others, and in which, by 
such a law of nature, sprung from his own will, he would deprive himself of all hope 
of the aid he desires. 


These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least what we regard as such, which ob- 
iene ae into two classes on Te one H that we have laid down. 
to will | action : a universal law. This is the canon of the moral 
appreciation of the action eee ally Some actions are of such a character that their maxim 
cannot without contradiction be even conceived as a universal law of nature, far from it being 
possible that we should wi// that it should be so. In others, this intrinsic impossibility is 
not found, but still it is impossible to wz// that their maxim should be raised to the uni- 
versality of a law of nature, since such a will would contradict itself. It is easily seen that 
the former violate strict or rigorous (inflexible) duty; the latter only laxer (meritorious) 
pL Peal it Mrk been D shown by these examples how 

s the ure of the obligation (not the object of the action 

If now we attend to ourselves on occasion of any transgression of duty, we shall find that 
we in fact do not will that our maxim should be a universal law, for that is impossible for 
us; on the contrary, we will that the opposite should remain a universal law, only we as- 
sume the liberty of making an exception in our own favor or (just for this time only) in favor 
of our inclination. Consequently, if we considered all cases from one and the same point of 
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view, namely, that of reason, we should find a contradiction in our own will, namely, that 
a certain principle should be objectively necessary as a universal law, and yet subjectively 
should not be universal, but admit of exceptions. As, however, we at one moment regard 
our action from the point of view of a will wholly conformed to reason, and then again 
look at the same action from the point of view of a will affected by inclination, there is 
not really any contradiction, but an antagonism of inclination to the precept of reason, 
whereby the universality of the principle is changed into a mere generality, so that the 
practical principle of reason shall meet the maxim half way. Now, although this cannot be 
justified in our own impartial judgment, yet it proves that we do really recognize the va- 
lidity of the categorical imperative and (with all respect for it) only allow ourselves a few 
exceptions which we think unimportant and forced from us. 

We have = ee at least this much—that i 


AETS and not at OE in TEE neer We have ie sacl is oh att im- 
portance, exhibited clearly and definitely for every practical application the content of the 
categorical i “a al which must contain the i ag of all eck if thenezi is such a thing 


o ne aie r a meer T p which aiik TERA a ieselfand 
without any other impulse, and that the following of this law is duty. 

With the view of attaining to this it is of extreme importance to remember that we 
must not allow ourselves to think ey domane the nealing of this Brae ran the wa 


m a an ME can sandi at 
a is re y an wills. On the contrary, whatever is 
deduced Gam the particular natural characteristics of humanity, from certain feelings and 
propensions, nay, even, if possible, from any particular tendency proper to human reason, 
and which need not necessarily hold for the will of every rational being—this may indeed 
supply us with a maxim but not with a law; with a subjective principle on which we may 
have a propension and inclination to act, but not with an objective principle on which we 
should be enjoined to act, even though all our propensions, inclinations, and natural dis- 
positions were opposed to it. In fact, the sublimity and intrinsic dignity of the command 
in duty are so much the more evident, the less the subjective impulses favor it and the 
more they oppose it, without being able in the slightest degree to weaken the obligation 
of the law or to diminish its validity. 

Here then we see philosophy brought to a critical position, since it has to be firmly 
fixed, ae thar i it Nee Sues to gas it in heaven or earth. Here it must 


and thence their r commanding authority, eames 


ree from inclination, 


ighly prejudicial to the purity of morals; for the proper and 
inestimable worth of an absolutely good wil consists just in this that the principle of ac- 
We cannot too much or too often repeat our warning against this lax and even mean habit 
of thought which seeks for its principle among empirical motives and laws; for human rea- 
son in its weariness is glad to rest on this pillow, and in a dream of sweet illusions (in 
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which, instead of Juno, it embraces a cloud) it substitutes for morality a bastard patched 
up from limbs of various derivation, which looks like anything one chooses to see in it; 
only not like virtue to one who has once beheld her in her true form. Bi 


es Gestion oe is s this -Is it a necessary las 


al la If it is so, then it must be connected (altogether a priori) with the 
very conception of the will of a rational being generally. But in order to discover this con- 
nection we must, however reluctantly, take a step into metaphysic, although into a do- 


main of it which is distinct from speala amey, Pes iitens ors 
ANNE ma even opr it never does, that j is, ob- 


meaa eal laws, Be it is not necessary to inquire into the reasons why anything 
pleases or displeases, how the pleasure of mere sensation differs from taste, and whether 
the latter is distinct from a general satisfaction of reason; on what the feeling of pleasure 
or pain rests, and how from it desires and inclinations arise, » and net these again maxims 
by the cooperation Sit reason; pte all this a to an empirical ps which would 

s D E S so far 
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and ol akeni with a falacion of the will to itself so far as it is determined by reason 
alone, in which case whatever has reference to anything empirical is necessarily excluded; 
since if reason of itself alone determines the conduct (and it is the possibility of this that we 
are now se pating), it must ish do s SO a hale 
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aici serves ; the will as the objective ground of its self-determination is the end, and if 
this is assigned by reason alone, it must hold for all rational beings. On the other hand, 
that which merely contains the ground of hasikiki of the action of which the effect is 
the end, this is apai d cheese The subjec ound of the desire is the spring, the ob- — 
active ground of s the motive; hence the distinction between subjective ends 

which rest on opines and objective ane which depend on motives valid for cay ratio- 
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al w} assume these, ; erefore pa a ings of actio: ati 
whic: a ET nE proposes to himself at pienui as ga of fiia actions (material ends 
are all only relative, for it is only their relation to the particular desires of the subject that 
gives them their worth, which therefore cannot furnish principles universal and necessary 
for all rational beings and for every volition, that is to say, practical laws. Hence all these 


this and this alone road z the source ofa a possible categorical imperative, that is, a prac- 
tical law. 

Now I say: man and generally any rational being exists as an end in himself, not merely 
as a means to be arbitrarily used by this or that will, but in all his actions, whether they 
concern himself or other rational beings, must be always regarded at the same time as an 
end. All objects of the inclinations have only a conditional worth; for if the inclinations 
and the wants founded on them did not exist, then their object would be without value. 
But the inclinations themselves, being sources of want, are so far from having an absolute 
worth for which they should be desired that, on the contrary, it must be the universal wish 
of every rational being to be wholly free from them. Thus the worth of any object which 
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is to be acquired by our action is always conditional. Beings whose existence depends not on 
our will but on nature’s, have nevertheless, if they are nonrational beings, only a relative 
value as means, and are therefore called things; rational beings, on the contrary, are called 
persons, because their very nature points them out as ends in themselves, that is, as some- 
thing which must not be used merely as means, and so far therefore restricts freedom of 
action (and is an object of respect). These, therefore, are not merely subjective ends whose 
existence has a worth for ws as an effect of our action, but objective ends, that is, things whose 
existence is an end in itself—an end, moreover, for which no other can be substituted, 
which they should subserve merely as means, for otherwise nothing whatever would pos- 
sess absolute worth; but if all worth were conditioned and therefore contingent, then there 
would Be no "i aia seis gg = reason whatever. 


iple of w >racti aM The fcumdasion of this 
Diaries is: IOP A. ee tsiy conceives his own exis- 
tence as being so; so far then this is a sybjective principle of human actions. But every other 
rational being regards its existence similarly, just on the same rational principle that holds 
for me;' so that it is at the same time an objective principle from which as a supreme prac- 
tical law all laws of the will must be capable of being deduced. Accordingly the practical 
imperative will be as follows: So act as to treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in that 
of any other, in every case as an end withal, never as means only. We will now inquire whether 
this can be practically carried out. 

To abide by the previous examples: 


CE gen cern ae 


self. If he destroys case in One to escape fo Baina circumstances, Be, uses a person 
merely as a mean to maintain a tolerable condition up to the end of life. But a man is not 
a thing, that is to say, something which can be used merely as means, but must in all his 
actions be always considered as an end in himself. I cannot, therefore, dispose in any way 
of a man in my own person so as to mutilate him, to damage or kill him. (It belongs to 
ethics proper to define this principle more precisely, so as to avoid all misunderstanding, 
for example, as to the amputation of the limbs in order to preserve myself; as to exposing 
my life to danger with a view to preserve it, etc. This question is therefore omitted here.) 

ondly, as regards necessary duties, or those of strict obligation, towards Hes 
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using another man merely as a mean, Pirlo e [krer containing at the same time the end 


in himself. For he whom I propose by such a promise to use for my own purposes cannot 
possibly assent to my mode of acting towards him, and therefore cannot himself contain 
the end of this action. This violation of the principle of humanity in other men is more 
obvious if we take in examples of attacks on the freedom and property of others. For then 
it is clear that he who transgresses the rights of men intends to use the person of others 
merely as means, without considering that as rational beings they ought always to be es- 
teemed also as ends, that is, as beings who must be capable of containing in themselves 
the end of the very same action. L 


. Now dhates are in tiiin capacities of greater meren which belong to 
the end that nature has in view in regard to humanity in ourselves as the subject; to 
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neglect these might perhaps be consistent with the maintenance of humanity as an end in 
itself, but not with the advancement of this end. 


gE 


aras me orious au S TOWd s otners: Sa ks a a 
ave is their own happiness. Now humanity might indeed subsist although no one should 
contribute anything to the happiness of others, provided he did not intentionally with- 
draw anything from it; but after all, this would only harmonize negatively, not positively, 
with humanity as an end in itself, if everyone does not also endeavor, as far as in him lies, to 
forward the ends of others. For the ends of any subject which is an end in himself ought 
as far as possible to be my ends also, if that conception is to have its ful? effect with me. 

This principle that humanity and generally every rational nature is an end in itself 
(which is the supreme limiting condition of every man’s freedom of action), is not bor- 
rowed from experience, first, because it is universal, applying as it does to all rational be- 
ings whatever, and experience is not capable of determining anything about them; secondly, 
because it does not present humanity as an end to men (subjectively), that is, as an object 
which men do of themselves actually adopt as an end; but as an objective end which must 
as a law constitute the supreme limiting condition of all our subjective ends, let them be 
what we will; it must therefore spring from pure reason. In fact the objective principle of 
all practical legislation lies (according to the first principle) in the rule and its form of uni- 
versality which makes it capable of being a law (say, for example, a law of nature); but the 
subjective principle is in the end; now by the second principle, the subject of all ends is each 
rational being inasmuch as it is an end in itself. Hence follows the third practical princi- 
ple of the will, which is the ultimate condition of its harmony with the universal practi- 
cal reason, viz., the idea of the will of every rational being as a universally legislative will. 

On this principle all maxims are rejected which are inconsistent with the will being it- 
self universal legislator. Thus the will is not subject to the law, but so subject that it must 


can regard itself as the author). 

In the previous imperatives, namely, that based on the conception of the conformity of 
actions to general laws, as in a physical system of nature, and that based on the universal pre- 
rogative of rational beings as ends in themselves—these imperatives just because they were 
conceived as categorical excluded from any share in their authority all admixture of any 
interest as a spring of action; they were, however, only assumed to be categorical, because 
such an assumption was necessary to explain the conception of duty. But we could not 
prove independently that there are practical propositions which command categorically, 
nor can it be proved in this section; one thing, however, could be done, namely, to indi- 
cate in the imperative itself, by some determinate expression, that in the case of volition 
from duty all interest is renounced, which is the specific criterion of categorical as distin- 
guished from hypothetical imperatives. This is done in the present (third) formula of the 
principle, namely, in the idea of the will of every rational being as a universally legislating 
will. 

For although a will which is subject to laws may be attached to this law by means of an 
interest, yet a will which is itself a supreme lawgiver, so far as it is such, cannot possibly 
depend on any interest, since a will so dependent would itself still need another law re- 
stricting the interest of its self-love by the condition that it should be valid as universal 
law. 

Thus the principle that every human will is a will which in all its maxims gives universal 
laws, provided it be otherwise justified, would be very well adapted to be the categorical 
imperative, in this respect, namely, that just because of the idea of universal legislation it 
is not based on any interest, and therefore it alone among all possible imperatives can be 
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unconditional. Or still better, converting the proposition, if there is a categorical impera- 
tive (that is, a law for the will of every rational being), it can only command that every- 
thing be done from maxims of one’s will regarded as a will which could at the same time 
will that it should itself give universal laws, for in that case only the practical principle 
and the imperative which it obeys are unconditional, since they cannot be based on any 
interest. 

Looking back now on all previous attempts to discover the principle of morality, we 
need not wonder why they all failed. It was seen that man was bound to laws by duty, but 
it was not observed that the laws to which he is subject are only those of bis own giving, 
though at the same time they are universal, and that he is only bound to act in conformity 
with his own will—a will, however, which is designed by nature to give universal laws. 
For when one has conceived man only as a subject to a law (no matter what), then this law 
required some interest, either by way of attraction or constraint, since it did not originate 
as a law from Ais own will, but this will was according to a law obliged by something else to 
act in a certain manner. Now by this necessary consequence all rhe labor spent in finding 
a supreme principle of duty was irrevocably lost. For men never elicited duty, but only a 
necessity of acting from a certain interest. Whether this interest was private or otherwise, 
in any case the imperative must be conditional, and could not by any means be capable of 
being a moral command. I will therefore call this the principle of Autonomy of the will, in 
contrast with every other which I accordingly reckon as Heteronomy. 

The conception of every rational being as one which must consider itself as giving in 
all the maxims of its will universal laws, so as to judge itself and its actions from this point 
of view—this conception leads to another which depends on it and is very fruitful, namely, 
that of a kingdom of ends. 

By a “kingdom” I understand the union of different rational beings in a system by 
common laws. Now since it is by laws that ends are determined as regards their universal 
validity, hence, if we abstract from the personal differences of rational beings, and likewise 
from all the content of their private ends, we shall be able to conceive all ends combined 
in a systematic whole (including both rational beings as ends in themselves, and also the 
special ends which each may propose to himself), that is to say, we can conceive a king- 
dom of ends, which on the preceding principles is possible. 

For all rational beings come under the /aw that each of them must treat itself and all 
others never merely as means, but in every case at the same time as ends in themselves. Hence 
results a systematic union of rational beings by common objective laws, that is, a king- 
dom which may be called a kingdom of ends, since what these laws have in view is just 
the relation of these beings to one another as ends and means. It is certainly only an 
ideal. 

A rational being belongs as a member to the kingdom of ends when, although giving 
universal laws in it, he is also himself subject to these laws. He belongs to it as sovereign 
when, while giving laws, he is not subject to the will of any other. 

A rational being must always regard himself as giving laws either as member or as sov- 
ereign in a kingdom of ends which is rendered possible by the freedom of will. He can- 
not, however, maintain the latter position merely by the maxims of his will, but only in 
case he is a completely independent being without wants and with unrestricted power ad- 
equate to his will. 

Morality consists then in the reference of all action to the legislation which alone can 
render a kingdom of ends possible. This legislation must be capable of existing in every 
rational being, and of emanating from his will, so that the principle of this will is never 
to act on any maxim which could not without contradiction be also a universal law, 
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and accordingly a/ways so to act that the will could at the same time regard itself as giving in 
its maxims universal laws. If now the maxims of rational beings are not by their own nature 
coincident with this objective principle, then the necessity of acting on it is called practi- 
cal necessitation, that is, duty. Duty does not apply to the sovereign in the kingdom of 
ends, but it does to every member of it and to all in the same degree. 

The practical necessity of acting on this principle, that is, duty, does not rest at all on 
feelings, impulses, or inclinations, but solely on the relation of rational beings to one an- 
other, a relation in which the will of a rational being must always be regarded as /egis/a- 
tive, since otherwise it could not be conceived as an end in itself. Reason then refers every 
maxim of the will, regarding it as legislating universally, to every other will and also to 
every action towards oneself; and this not on account of any other practical motive or any 
future advantage, but from the idea of the dignity of a rational being, obeying no law but 
that which he himself also gives. 

In the kingdom of ends everything has either value or dignity. Whatever has a value can 
be replaced by something else which 1s equivalent; whatever, on the other hand, is above 
all value, and therefore admits of no equivalent, has a dignity. 

Whatever has reference to the general inclinations and wants of mankind has a market 
value; whatever, without presupposing a want, corresponds to a certain taste, that is, to a 
satisfaction in the mere purposeless play of our faculties, has a fancy value; but that which 
constitutes the condition under which alone anything can be an end in itself, that has not 
merely a relative worth, that is, value, but an intrinsic worth, that is, dignity. 

Now morality is the condition under which alone a rational being can be an end in him- 
self, since by this alone it is possible that he should be a legislating member in the king- 
dom of ends. Thus morality, and humanity as capable of it, is that which alone has dig- 
nity. Skill and diligence in labor have a market value; wit, lively imagination, and humor 
have fancy value; on the other hand, fidelity to promises, benevolence from principle (not 
from instinct), have an intrinsic worth. Neither nature nor art contains anything which in 
default of these it could put in their place, for their worth consists not in the effects which 
spring from them, not in the use and advantage which they secure, but in the disposition 
of the mind, that is, the maxims of the will which are ready to manifest themselves in such 
actions, even though they should not have the desired effect. These actions also need no 
recommendation from any subjective taste or sentiment, that they may be looked on with 
immediate favor and satisfaction; they need no immediate propension or feeling for them; 
they exhibit the will that performs them as an object of an immediate respect, and noth- 
ing but reason is required to zmpose them on the will; not to flatter it into them, which, in 
the case of duties, would be a contradiction. This estimation therefore shows that the 
worth of such a disposition is dignity, and places it infinitely above all value, with which 
it cannot for a moment be brought into comparison or competition without as it were vi- 
olating its sanctity. 

What then is it which justifies virtue or the morally good disposition, in making such 
lofty claims? It is nothing less than the privilege it secures to the rational being of par- 
ticipating in the giving of universal laws, by which it qualifies him to be a member of a 
possible kingdom of ends, a privilege to which he was already destined by his own nature 
as being an end in himself, and on that account legislating in the kingdom of ends; free 
as regards all laws of physical nature, and obeying those only which he himself gives, and 
by which his maxims can belong to a system of universal law to which at the same time 
he submits himself. For notching has any worth except what the law assigns it. Now the 
legislation itself which assigns the worth of everything must for that very reason possess 
dignity, that is, an unconditional incomparable worth; and the word respect alone supplies 
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a becoming expression for the esteem which a rational being must have for it. Autonomy 
then is the basis of the dignity of human and of every rational nature. 

The three modes of presenting the principle of morality that have been adduced are at 
bottom only so many formulae of the very same law, and each of itself involves the other 
two. There is, however, a difference in them, but it is rather subjectively than objectively 
practical, intended, namely, to bring an idea of the reason nearer to intuition (by means of 
a certain analogy), and thereby nearer to feeling. All maxims, in fact, have— 


is an end by its own nature and therefore an ena olf JIS 
ipisna i i saag relative and ee ends. 
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all maxims mnn et. own aio POA ATE ae 
ends as with a kingdom of nature.” There is a progress here in the order of the cate- 
gories of unity of the form of the will (its universality), plurality of the matter (the 
objects, that is, the ends), and żotality of the system of these. In forming our moral judg- 
ment of actions it is better to proceed always on the strict method, and start from the 
general formula of the me imperative: Act according to a maxim which can at the 

ame time make q universal law. If, however, we wish to gain an entrance for the moral 
ior it is very useful to Kae one and the same action under the three specified con- 
ceptions, and thereby as far as possible to bring it nearer to intuition. 
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ple n, S supre | Act o ich a maxim as thou canst at the same time will to 
Pe a is eh sole condition ander whieh a will can never contradict itself; 
and such an imperative is categorical. Since the validity of the will as a universal law for 
possible actions is analogous to the universal connection of the existence of things by gen- 
eral laws, which is the formal notion eu nature in general, the categorical ea ee can 


Rational nature is horra foni m rest of nature by this that it sets before itself 
an end. This end would be the matter of every good will. But since in the idea of a will 
that is absolutely good without being limited by any condition (of attaining this or that 
end) we must abstract wholly from every end to be effected (since this would make every will 
only relatively good), it follows that in this case the end must be conceived, not as an end 
to be effected, but as an sndependently existing end. Consequently it is conceived only neg- 
atively, that is, as that which we must never act against, and which, therefore, must never 
be regarded as means, but must in every volition be esteemed as an end likewise. Now this 
end can be nothing but the subject of all possible ends, since this is also the subject of a 
possible absolutely good will; for such a will cannot without contradiction be postponed 
to any other object. This principle: So act in regard to every rational being (thyself and 
others) that he may always have place in thy maxim as an end in himself, is accordingly 
essentially identical with this other: Act upon a maxim which, at the same time, involves 
its own universal validity for every rational being. For that in using means for every end 
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I should limit my maxim by the condition of its holding good as a law for every subject, 
this comes to the same thing as that the fundamental principle of all maxims of action 
must be that the subject of all ends, that is, the rational being himself, be never employed 
merely as means, but as the supreme condition restricting the use of all means—that is, 
in every case as an end likewise. 

It follows incontestably that, to whatever laws any rational being may be subject, he 
being an end in himself must be able to regard himself as also legislating universally in 
respect of these same laws, since it is just this fitness of his maxims for universal legisla- 
tion that distinguishes him as an end in himself; also it follows that this implies his dig- 
nity (prerogative) above all mere physical beings, that he must always take his maxims 
from the point of view which regards himself, and likewise every other rational being, as 
lawgiving beings (on which account they are called persons). In this way a world of ratio- 
nal beings (mundus intelligibilis) is possible as a kingdom of ends, and this by virtue of the 
legislation proper to all persons as members. Therefore, every rational being must so act 
as if he were by his maxims in every case a legislating member in the universal kingdom 
of ends. The formal principle of these maxims is: So act as if thy maxim were to serve like- 
wise as the universal law (of all rational beings). A kingdom of ends is thus only possible 
on the analogy of a kingdom of nature, the former, however, only by maxims—that is, self- 
imposed rules—the latter only by the laws of efficient causes acting under necessitation 
from without. Nevertheless, although the system of nature is looked upon as a machine, 
yet so far as it has reference to rational beings as its ends, it is given on this account the 
name of a kingdom of nature. Now such a kingdom of ends would be actually realized by 
means of maxims conforming to the canon which the categorical imperative prescribes to 
all rational beings, if they were universally followed. But although a rational being, even if 
he punctually follows this maxim himself, cannot reckon upon all others being therefore 
true to the same, nor expect that the kingdom of nature and its orderly arrangements shall 
be in harmony with him as a fitting member, so as to form a kingdom of ends to which 
he himself contributes, that is to say, that it shall favor his expectation of happiness, still 
that law: Act according to the maxims of a member of a merely possible kingdom of ends 
legislating in it universally, remains in its full force inasmuch as it commands categori- 
cally. And it is just in this that the paradox lies; that the mere dignity of man as a ratio- 
nal creature, without any other end or advantage to be attained thereby, in other words, 
respect for a mere idea, should yet serve as an inflexible precept of the will, and that it is 
precisely in this independence of the maxim on all such springs of action that its sublim- 
ity consists; and it is this that makes every rational subject worthy to be a legislative mem- 
ber in the kingdom of ends, for otherwise he would have to be conceived only as subject 
to the physical law of his wants. And although we should suppose the kingdom of nature 
and the kingdom of ends to be united under one sovereign, so that the latter kingdom 
thereby ceased to be a mere idea and acquired true reality, then it would no doubt gain 
the accession of a strong spring, but by no means any increase of its intrinsic worth. For 
this sole absolute lawgiver must, notwithstanding this, be always conceived as estimating 
the worth of rational beings only by their disinterested behavior, as prescribed to them- 
selves from that idea {the dignity of man] alone. The essence of things is not altered by 
their external relations, and that which, abstracting from these, alone constitutes the ab- 
solute worth of man is also that by which he must be judged, whoever the judge may be, 
and even by the Supreme Being. Morality, then, is the relation of actions to the autonomy 
of the will, that is, to the potential universal legislation by its maxims. An action that is 
consistent with the autonomy of the will is permitted; one that does not agree therewith is 
forbidden. A will whose maxims necessarily coincide with the laws of autonomy is a holy 
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will, good absolutely. The dependence of a will not absolutely good on the principle of au- 
tonomy (moral necessitation) is obligation. This, then, cannot be applied to a holy being. 
The objective necessity of actions from obligation is called duty. 

From what has just been said, it is easy to see how it happens that, although the con- 
ception of duty implies subjection to the law, we yet ascribe a certain dignity and sublim- 
ity to the person who fulfills all his duties. There is not, indeed, any sublimity in him, so 
far as he is subject to the moral law; but inasmuch as in regard to that very law he is like- 
wise a /egis/ator, and on that account alone subject to it, he has sublimity. We have also 
shown above that neither fear nor inclination, but simply respect for the law, is the spring 
which can give actions a moral worth. Our own will, so far as we suppose it to act only 
under the condition that its maxims are potentially universal laws, this ideal will which 
is possible to us is the proper object of respect; and the dignity of humanity consists just 
in this capacity of being universally legislative, though with the condition that it is itself 
subject to this same legislation. 


The Autonomy of the Will as the 
Supreme Principle of Morality 


Autonomy of the will is that property of it by which it is a law to itself (independently on 
any property of the objects of volition). The principle of autonomy then is: Always so to 
choose that the same volition shall comprehend the maxims of our choice as a universal 
law. We cannot prove that this practical rule is an imperative, that is, that the will of every 
rational being is necessarily bound to it as a condition, by a mere analysis of the concep- 
tions which occur in it, since it is a synthetical proposition; we must advance beyond the 
cognition of the objects to a critical examination of the subject, that is, of the pure prac- 
tical reason, for this synthetic proposition which commands apodictically must be capa- 
ble of being cognized wholly a priori. This matter, however, does not belong to the pres- 
ent section. But that the principle of autonomy in question is the sole principle of morals 
can be readily shown by mere analysis of the conceptions of morality. For by this analysis 
we find that its principle must be a categorical imperative, and that what this commands 
is neither more nor less than this very autonomy. 


Heteronomy of the Will as the Source of 
All Spurious Principles of Morality 


If the will seeks the law which is to determine it anywhere e/se than in the fitness of its max- 
ims to be universal laws of its own dictation, consequently if it goes out of itself and seeks 
this law in the character of any of its objects, there always results heteronomy. The will in 
that case does not give itself the law, but it is given by the object through its relation to 
the will. This relation, whether it rests on inclination or on conceptions of reason, only ad- 
mits of hypothetical imperatives: I ought to do something because I wish for something else. 
On the contrary, the moral, and therefore categorical, imperative says: I ought to do so and 
so, even though I should not wish for anything else. For example, the former says: I ought 
not to lie if I would retain my reputation; the latter says: I ought not to lie although it 
should not bring me the least discredit. The latter therefore must so far abstract from all 
objects that they shall have no influence on the will, in order that practical reason (will) may 
not be restricted to administering an interest not belonging to it, but may simply show 
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its own commanding authority as the supreme legislation. Thus, for example, I ought 
to endeavor to promote the happiness of others, not as if its realization involved any con- 
cern of mine (whether by immediate inclination or by any satisfaction indirectly gained 
through reason), but simply because a maxim which excludes it cannot be comprehended 
as a universal law in one and the same volition. 


Classification 


Of All Principles of Morality Which Can Be Founded 
on the Conception of Heteronomy 


Here as elsewhere human reason in its pure use, so long as it was not critically examined, 
has first tried all possible wrong ways before it succeeded in finding the one true way. 

All principles which can be taken from this point of view are either empirical or ratio- 
nal. The former, drawn from the principle of happiness, are built on physical or moral feel- 
ings; the /atter, drawn from the principle of perfection, are built either on the rational con- 
ception of perfection as a possible effect, or on that of an independent perfection (the will 
of God) as the determining cause of our will. 

Empirical principles are wholly incapable of serving as a foundation for moral laws. For 
the universality with which these should hold for all rational beings without distinction, 
the unconditional practical necessity which is thereby imposed on them is lost when their 
foundation is taken from the particular constitution of human nature or the accidental cir- 
cumstances in which it is placed. The principle of private happiness, however, is the most 
objectionable, not merely because it is false, and experience contradicts the supposition 
that prosperity is always proportioned to good conduct, nor yet merely because it con- 
tributes nothing to the establishment of morality—since it is quite a different thing to 
make a prosperous man and a good man, or to make one prudent and sharp-sighted for his 
own interests, and to make him virtuous—but because the springs it provides for morality 
are such as rather undermine it and destroy its sublimity, since they put the motives to 
virtue and to vice in the same class, and only teach us to make a better calculation, the 
specific difference between virtue and vice being entirely extinguished. On the other hand, 
as to moral feeling, this supposed special sense,'* the appeal to it is indeed superficial when 
those who cannot think believe that feeling will help them out, even in what concerns gen- 
eral laws; and besides, feelings which naturally differ infinitely in degree cannot furnish a 
uniform standard of good and evil, nor has anyone a right to form judgments for others 
by his own feelings; nevertheless this moral feeling is nearer to morality and its dignity in 
this respect that it pays virtue the honor of ascribing to her immediately the satisfaction and 
esteem we have for her, and does not, as it were, tell her to her face that we are not at- 
tached to her by her beauty but by profit. 

Among the rational principles of morality, the ontological conception of perfection, 
notwithstanding its defects, is better than the theological conception which derives mor- 
ality from a Divine absolutely perfect will. The former is, no doubt, empty and indefinite, 
and consequently useless for finding in the boundless field of possible reality the greatest 
amount suitable for us; moreover, in attempting to distinguish specifically the reality of 
which we are now speaking from every other, it inevitably tends to turn in a circle and 
cannot avoid tacitly presupposing the morality which it is to explain; it is nevertheless 
preferable to the theological view, first, because we have no intuition of the Divine per- 
fection, and can only deduce it from our own conceptions the most important of which is 
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that of morality, and our explanation would thus be involved in a gross circle; and, in the 
next place, if we avoid this, the only notion of the Divine will remaining to us is a con- 
ception made up of the attributes of desire of glory and dominion, combined with the 
awful conceptions of might and vengeance, and any system of morals erected on this foun- 
dation would be directly opposed to morality. 

However, if I had to choose between the notion of the moral sense and that of perfec- 
tion in general (two systems which at least do not weaken morality, although they are to- 
tally incapable of serving as its foundation), then I should decide for the latter, because it 
at least withdraws the decision of the question from the sensibility and brings it to the 
court of pure reason; and although even here it decides nothing, it at all events preserves 
the indefinite idea (of a will good in itself) free from corruption, until it shall be more pre- 
cisely defined. 

For the rest I think I may be excused here from a detailed refutation of all these doc- 
trines; that would only be superfluous labor, since it is so easy, and is probably so well seen 
even by those whose office requires them to decide for one of those theories (because their 
hearers would not tolerate suspension of judgment). But what interests us more here is to 
know that the prime foundation of morality laid down by all these principles is nothing 
but heteronomy of the will, and for this reason they must necessarily miss their aim. 

In every case where an object of the will has to be supposed, in order that the rule may 
be prescribed which is to determine the will, there the rule is simply heteronomy; the im- 
perative is conditional, namely, ¿f or because one wishes for this object, one should act so 
and so; hence it can never command morally, that is, categorically. Whether the object de- 
termines the will by means of inclination, as in the principle of private happiness, or by 
means of reason directed to objects of our possible volition generally, as in the principle of 
perfection, in either case the will never determines itself zmmediately by the conception of 
the action, but only by the influence which the foreseen effect of the action has on the will; 
I ought to do something, on this account, because I wish for something else; and here there must be 
yet another law assumed in me as its subject, by which I necessarily will this other thing, 
and this law again requires an imperative to restrict this maxim. For the influence which 
the conception of an object within the reach of our faculties can exercise on the will of the 
subject in consequence of its natural properties, depends on the nature of the subject, ei- 
ther the sensibility (inclination and taste) or the understanding and reason, the employ- 
ment of which is by the peculiar constitution of their nature attended with satisfaction. It 
follows that the law would be, properly speaking, given by nature, and as such it must be 
known and proved by experience, and would consequently be contingent, and therefore 
incapable of being an apodictic practical rule, such as the moral rule must be. Not only 
so, but it is zvevitably only heteronomy; the will does not give itself the law, but it is given 
by a foreign impulse by means of a particular natural constitution of the subject adapted 
to receive it. An absolutely good will, then, the principle of which must be a categorical 
imperative, will be indeterminate as regards all objects, and will contain merely the form 
of volition generally, and that as autonomy, that is to say, the capability of the maxims of 
every good will to make themselves a universal law, is itself the only law which the will 
of every rational being imposes on itself, without needing to assume any spring or inter- 
est as a foundation. 

How such a synthetical practical a priori proposition is possible, and why it is necessary, is a 
problem whose solution does not lie within the bounds of the metaphysic of morals; and 
we have not here affirmed its truth, much less professed to have a proof of it in our power. 
We simply showed by the development of the universally received notion of morality 
that an autonomy of the will is inevicably connected with it, or rather is its foundation. 
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Whoever then holds morality to be anything real, and not a chimerical idea without any 
truth, must likewise admit the principle of it that is here assigned. This section, then, like 
the first, was merely analytical. Now to prove that morality is no creation of the brain, 
which it cannot be if the categorical imperative and with it the autonomy of the will is 
true, and as an a priori principle absolutely necessary, this supposes the possibility of a syn- 
thetic use of pure practical reason, which, however, we cannot venture on without first giving 
a critical examination of this faculty of reason. In the concluding section we shall give the 
principal outlines of this critical examination as far as is sufficient for our purpose. 


THIRD SECTION 


Transition from the Metaphysic of Morals 
to the Critique of Pure Practical Reason 


‘The Concept of Freedom Is the Key that 
Explains the Autonomy of the Will 


The will is a kind of causality belonging to living beings in so far as they are rational, and 
freedom would be this property of such causality that it can be efficient, independently on 
foreign causes determining it; just as physical necessity is the property that the causality of all 
irrational beings has of being determined to activity by the influence of foreign causes. 

The preceding definition of freedom is negative, and therefore unfruitful for the discov- 
ery of its essence; but it leads to a positive conception which is so much the more full and 
fruitful. Since the conception of causality involves that of laws, according to which, by 
something that we call cause, something else, namely, the effect, must be produced; hence, 
although freedom is not a property of the will depending on physical laws, yet it is not for 
that reason lawless; on the contrary, it must be a causality acting according to immutable 
laws, but of a peculiar kind; otherwise a free will would be an absurdity. Physical neces- 
sity is a heteronomy of the efficient causes, for every effect is possible only according to 
this law—that something else determines the efficient cause to exert its causality. What 
else then can freedom of the will be but autonomy, that is, the property of the will to be 
a law to itself? But the proposition: The will is in every action a law to itself, only ex- 
presses the principle to act on no other maxim than that which can also have as an object 
itself as a universal law. Now this is precisely the formula of the categorical imperative and 
is the principle of morality, so that a free will and a will subject to moral laws are one and 
the same. 

On the hypothesis, then, of freedom of the will, morality together with its principle 
follows from it by mere analysis of the conception. However, the latter is a synthetic propo- 
sition, viz., an absolutely good will is that whose maxim can always include itself regarded 
as a universal law; for this property of its maxim can never be discovered by analyzing the 
conception of an absolutely good will. Now such synthetic propositions are only possible 
in this way—that the two cognitions are connected together by their union with a third 
in which they are both to be found. The positive concept of freedom furnishes this third 
cognition, which cannot, as with physical causes, be the nature of the sensible world (in 
the concept of which we find conjoined the concept of something in relation as cause to 
something else as effect). We cannot now at once show what this third is to which freedom 
points us, and of which we have an idea a priori, nor can we make intelligible how the 
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concept of freedom is shown to be legitimate from principles of pure practical reason, and 
with it the possibility of a categorical imperative; but some further preparation is required. 


Freedom 


Must Be Presupposed as a Property of 
the Will of All Rational Beings 


It is not enough to predicate freedom of our own will, from whatever reason, if we have 
not sufficient grounds for predicating the same of all rational beings. For as morality serves 
as a law for us only because we are rational beings, it must also hold for all rational beings; 
and as it must be deduced simply from the property of freedom, it must be shown that 
freedom also is a property of all rational beings. It is not enough, then, to prove it from 
certain supposed experiences of human nature (which indeed is quite impossible, and it 
can only be shown a priori), but we must show that it belongs to the activity of all ratio- 
nal beings endowed with a will. Now I say every being that cannot act except under the 
idea of freedom is just for that reason in a practical point of view really free, that is to say, 
all laws which are inseparably connected with freedom have the same force for him as if 
his will had been shown to be free in itself by a proof theoretically conclusive.” Now I af- 
firm that we must attribute to every rational being which has a will that it has also the 
idea of freedom and acts entirely under this idea. For in such a being we conceive a reason 
that is practical, that is, has causality in reference to its objects. Now we cannot possibly 
conceive a reason consciously receiving a bias from any other quarter with respect to its 
judgments, for then the subject would ascribe the determination of its judgment not to 
its own reason, but to an impulse. It must regard itself as the author of its principles in- 
dependent on foreign influences. Consequently, as practical reason or as the will of a ra- 
tional being it must regard itself as free, that is to say, the will of such a being cannot be 
a will of its own except under the idea of this manner of acting—a worth so great that 
there cannot be any higher interest—and if we were asked further how it happens that it 
is by this alone a man believes he feels his own personal worth, in comparison with which 
that of an agreeable or disagreeable condition is to be regarded as nothing, to these ques- 
tions we could give no satisfactory answer. 


Of the Interest Attaching to the Ideas of Morality 


We have finally reduced the definite conception of morality to the idea of freedom. This 
latter, however, we could not prove to be actually a property of ourselves or of human na- 
ture; only we saw that it must be presupposed if we would conceive a being as rational and 
conscious of its causality in respect of its actions, that is, as endowed with a will; and so 
we find that on just the same grounds we must ascribe to every being endowed with rea- 
son and will this attribute of determining itself to action under the idea of its freedom. 
Now it resulted also from the presupposition of this idea that we became aware of a law 
that the subjective principles of action, that is, maxims, must also be so assumed that they 
can also hold as objective, that is, universal principles, and so serve as universal laws of our 
own dictation. But why, then, should I subject myself to this principle and that simply as 
a rational being, thus also subjecting to it all other beings endowed with reason? I will 
allow that no interest wrges me to this, for that would not give a categorical imperative, 
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but I must ta&e an interest in it and discern how this comes to pass; for this “I ought” is 
properly an “I would,” valid for every rational being, provided only that reason determined 
his actions without any hindrance. But for beings that are in addition affected as we are 
by springs of a different kind, namely, sensibility, and in whose case that is not always done 
which reason alone would do, for these that necessity is expressed only as an “ought,” and 
the subjective necessity is different from the objective. 

It seems, then, as if the moral law, that is, the principle of autonomy of the will, were 
properly speaking only presupposed in the idea of freedom, and as if we could not prove 
its reality and objective necessity independently. In that case we should still have gained 
something considerable by at least determining the true principle more exactly than had 
previously been done; but as regards its validity and the practical necessity of subjecting 
oneself to it, we should not have advanced a step. For if we were asked why the universal 
validity of our maxim as a law must be the condition restricting our actions, and on what 
we ground the worth which we assign to this manner of acting—a worth so great that 
there cannot be any higher interest—and if we were asked further how it happens that it 
is by this alone a man believes he feels his own personal worth, in comparison with which 
that of an agreeable or disagreeable condition is to be regarded as nothing, to these ques- 
tions we could give no satisfactory answer. 

We find indeed sometimes that we can take an interest in a personal quality which does 
not involve any interest of external condition, provided this quality makes us capable of 
participating in the condition in case reason were to effect the allotment; that is to say, the 
mere being worthy of happiness can interest of itself even without the motive of partici- 
pating in this happiness. This judgment, however, is in fact only the effect of the impor- 
tance of the moral law which we before presupposed (when by the idea of freedom we de- 
tach ourselves from every empirical interest); but that we ought to detach ourselves from 
these interests, that is, to consider ourselves as free in action and yet as subject to certain 
laws, so as to find a worth simply in our own person which can compensate us for the loss 
of everything that gives worth to our condition, this we are not yet able to discern in this 
way, nor do we see how it is possible so to act—in other words, whence the moral law derives 
its obligation. 

It must be freely admitted that there is a sort of circle here from which it seems im- 
possible to escape. In the order of efficient causes we assume ourselves free, in order that 
in the order of ends we may conceive ourselves as subject to moral laws; and we afterwards 
conceive ourselves as subject to these laws because we have attributed to ourselves freedom 
of will; for freedom and self-legislation of will are both autonomy, and therefore are recip- 
rocal conceptions, and for this very reason one must not be used to explain the other or 
give the reason of it, but at most only for logical purposes to reduce apparently different 
notions of the same object to one single concept (as we reduce different fractions of the 
same value to the lowest terms). 

One resource remains to us, namely, to inquire whether we do not occupy different 
points of view when by means of freedom we think ourselves as causes efficient @ priori, 
and when we form our conception of ourselves from our actions as effects which we see be- 
fore our eyes. 

It is a remark which needs no subtle reflection to make, but which we may assume that 
even the commonest understanding can make, although it be after its fashion by an ob- 
scure discernment of judgment which it calls feeling, that all the “ideas” that come to us 
involuntarily (as those of the senses) do not enable us to know objects otherwise than as 
they affect us; so that what they may be in themselves remains unknown to us, and con- 
sequently that as regards “ideas” of this kind even with the closest attention and clearness 
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that the understanding can apply to them, we can by them only attain to the knowledge 
of appearances, never to that of things in themselves. As soon as this distinction has once been 
made (perhaps merely in consequence of the difference observed between the ideas given 
us from without, and in which we are passive, and those that we produce simply from our- 
selves, and in which we show our own activity), then it follows of itself that we must admit 
and assume behind the appearance something else that is not an appearance, namely, the 
things in themselves; although we must admit that, as they can never be known to us ex- 
cept as they affect us, we can come no nearer to them, nor can we ever know what they are 
in themselves. This must furnish a distinction, however crude, between a world of sense and 
the world of understanding, of which the former may be different according to the difference 
of the sensuous impressions in various observers, while the second which is its basis always 
remains the same. Even as to himself,.a man cannot pretend to know what he is in him- 
self from the knowledge he has by internal sensation. For as he does not as it were create 
himself, and does not come by the conception of himself a priori but empirically, it natu- 
rally follows that he can obtain his knowledge even of himself only by the inner sense, and 
consequently only through the appearances of his nature and the way in which his con- 
sciousness is affected. At the same time, beyond these characteristics of his own subject, 
made up of mere appearances, he must necessarily suppose something else as their basis, 
namely, his ego, whatever its characteristics in itself may be. Thus in respect to mere per- 
ception and receptivity of sensations he must reckon himself as belonging to the world of 
sense; but in respect of whatever there may be of pure activity in him (that which reaches 
consciousness immediately and not through affecting the senses), he must reckon himself 
as belonging to the żntellectual world, of which, however, he has no further knowledge. To 
such a conclusion the reflecting man must come with respect to all the things which can 
be presented to him; it is probably to be met with even in persons of the commonest un- 
derstanding, who, as is well known, are very much inclined to suppose behind the objects 
of the senses something else invisible and acting of itself. They spoil it, however, by 
presently sensualizing this invisible again, that is to say, wanting to make it an object of 
intuition, so that they do not become a whit the wiser. 

Now man really finds in himself a faculty by which he distinguishes himself from every- 
thing else, even from himself as affected by objects, and that is reason. This being pure 
spontaneity is even elevated above the understanding. For although the latter is a spon- 
taneity and does not, like sense, merely contain intuitions that arise when we are affected 
by things (and are therefore passive), yet it cannot produce from its activity any other con- 
ceptions than those which merely serve to bring the intuitions of sense under rules, and thereby 
to unite them in one consciousness, and without this use of the sensibility it could not 
think at all; whereas, on the contrary, reason shows so pure a spontaneity in the case of 
what I call “ideas” [Ideal Conceptions] that it thereby far transcends everything that the 
sensibility can give it, and exhibits its most important function in distinguishing the 
world of sense from that of understanding, and thereby prescribing the limits of the un- 
derstanding itself. 

For this reason a rational being must regard himself qua intelligence (not from the side 
of his lower faculties) as belonging not to the world of sense, but to that of understand- 
ing; hence he has two points of view from which he can regard himself, and recognize laws 
of the exercise of his faculties, and consequently of all his actions; first, so far as he belongs 
to the world of sense, he finds himself subject to laws of nature (heteronomy); secondly, as 
belonging to the intelligible world, under laws which, being independent on nature, have 
their foundation not in experience but in reason alone. 

As a reasonable being, and consequently belonging to the intelligible world, man can 
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never conceive the causality of his own will otherwise than on condition of the idea of free- 
dom, for independence on the determining causes of the sensible world (an independence 
which reason must always ascribe to itself) is freedom. Now the idea of freedom is insep- 
arably connected with the conception of autonomy, and this again with the universal prin- 
ciple of morality which is ideally the foundation of all actions of rational beings, just as 
the law of nature is of all phenomena. 

Now the suspicion is removed which we raised above, that there was a latent circle in- 
volved in our reasoning from freedom to autonomy, and from this to the moral law, viz., 
that we laid down the idea of freedom because of the moral law only that we might after- 
wards in turn infer the latter from freedom, and that consequently we could assign no rea- 
son at all for this law, but could only [present] it as a petztzo principii which well-disposed 
minds would gladly concede to us, but which we could never put forward as a provable 
proposition. For now we see that when we conceive ourselves as free we transfer ourselves 
into the world of understanding as members of it, and recognize the autonomy of the will 
with its consequence, morality; whereas, if we conceive ourselves as under obligation, we 
consider ourselves as belonging to the world of sense, and at the same time to the world 
of understanding. 


How Is a Categorical Imperative Possible? 


Every rational being reckons himself qua intelligence as belonging to the world of under- 
standing, and it is simply as an efficient cause belonging to that world that he calls his 
causality a wl. On the other side, he is also conscious of himself as a part of the world of 
sense in which his actions, which are mere appearances {phenomena} of that causality, are 
displayed; we cannot, however, discern how they are possible from this causality which we 
do not know; but instead of that, these actions as belonging to the sensible world must be 
viewed as determined by other phenomena, namely, desires and inclinations. If therefore 
I were only a member of the world of understanding, then all my actions would perfectly 
conform to the principle of autonomy of the pure will; if I were only a part of the world 
of sense, they would necessarily be assumed to conform wholly to the natural law of de- 
sires and inclinations, in other words, to the heteronomy of nature. (The former would rest 
on morality as the supreme principle, the latter on happiness). Since, however, the world of 
understanding contains the foundation of the world of sense, and consequently of its laws also, and 
accordingly gives the law to my will (which belongs wholly to the world of understand- 
ing) directly, and must be conceived as doing so, it follows that, although on the one side 
I must regard myself as a being belonging to the world of sense, yet, on the other side, I 
must recognize myself, as an intelligence, as subject to the law of the world of under- 
standing, that is, to reason, which contains this law in the idea of freedom, and therefore 
as subject to the autonomy of the will; consequently I must regard the laws of the world 
of understanding as imperatives for me, and the actions which conform to them as duties. 

And thus what makes categorical imperatives possible is this—that the idea of freedom 
makes me a member of an intelligible world, in consequence of which, if I were nothing 
else, all my actions would always conform to the autonomy of the will; but as I at the same 
time intuit myself as a member of the world of sense, they ought so to conform, and this 
categorical “ought” implies a synthetic a priori proposition, inasmuch as besides my will as 
affected by sensible desires there is added further the idea of the same will, but as be- 
longing to the world of understanding, pure and practical of itself, which contains the 
supreme condition according to reason of the former will; precisely as to the intuitions of 
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sense there are added concepts of the understanding which of themselves signify nothing 
but regular form in general, and in this way synthetic a prior? propositions become possi- 
ble, on which all knowledge of physical nature rests. 

The practical use of common human reason confirms this reasoning. There is no one, 
not even the most consummate villain, provided only that he is otherwise accustomed to 
the use of reason, who, when we set before him examples of honesty of purpose, of stead- 
fastness in following good maxims, of sympathy and general benevolence (even combined 
with great sacrifices of advantages and comfort), does not wish that he might also possess 
these qualities. Only on account of his inclinations and impulses he cannot attain this in 
himself, but at the same time he wishes to be free from such inclinations which are bur- 
densome to himself. He proves by this that he transfers himself in thought with a will free 
from the impulses of the sensibility into an order of things wholly different from that of 
his desires in the field of the sensibility; since he cannot expect to obtain by that wish any 
gratification of his desires, nor any position which would satisfy any of his actual or sup- 
posable inclinations (for this would destroy the preeminence of the very idea which rests 
that wish from him), he can only expect a greater intrinsic worth of his own person. This 
better person, however, he imagines himself to be when he transfers himself to the point 
of view of a member of the world of the understanding, to which he is involuntarily forced 
by the idea of freedom, that is, of independence on determining causes of the world of sense; 
and from this point of view he is conscious of a good will, which by his own confession 
constitutes the law for the bad will that he possesses as a member of the world of sense— 
a law whose authority he recognizes while transgressing it. What he morally “ought” is 
then what he necessarily “would” as a member of the world of the understanding, and is 
conceived by him as an “ought” only inasmuch as he likewise considers himself as a mem- 
ber of the world of sense. 


On the Extreme Limits of All Practical Philosophy 


All men attribute to themselves freedom of will. Hence come all judgments upon actions 
as being such as ought to have been done, although they have not been done. However, this free- 
dom is not a conception of experience, nor can it be so, since it still remains, even though 
experience shows the contrary of what on supposition of freedom are conceived as its nec- 
essary consequences. On the other side, it is equally necessary that everything that takes 
place should be fixedly determined according to laws of nature. This necessity of nature is 
likewise not an empirical conception, just for this reason that it involves the notion of ne- 
cessity and consequently of a priori cognition. But this conception of a system of nature is 
confirmed by experience; and it must even be inevitably presupposed if experience itself 
is to be possible, that is, a connected knowledge of the objects of sense resting on general 
laws. Therefore freedom is only an dea {Ideal Conception] of reason, and its objective re- 
ality in itself is doubtful; while nature is a concept of the understanding which proves, and 
must necessarily prove, its reality in examples of experience. 

There arises from this a dialectic of reason, since the freedom attributed to the will ap- 
pears to contradict the necessity of nature, and, placed between these two ways, reason for 
speculative purposes finds the road of physical necessity much more beaten and more appro- 
priate than that of freedom; yet for practical purposes the narrow footpath of freedom is the 
only one on which it is possible to make use of reason in our conduct; hence it is just as 
impossible for the subtlest philosophy as for the commonest reason of men to argue away 
freedom. Philosophy must then assume that no real contradiction will be found between 
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freedom and physical necessity of the same human actions, for it cannot give up the con- 
ception of nature any more than that of freedom. 

Nevertheless, even though we should never be able to comprehend how freedom is pos- 
sible, we must at least remove this apparent contradiction in a convincing manner. For if 
the thought of freedom contradicts either itself or nature, which is equally necessary, it 
must in competition with physical necessity be entirely given up. 

It would, however, be impossible to escape this contradiction if the thinking subject, 
which seems to itself free, conceived itself ¿n the same sense or in the very same relation when 
it calls itself free as when in respect of the same action it assumes itself to be subject to 
the law of nature. Hence it is an indispensable problem of speculative philosophy to show 
that its illusion respecting the contradiction rests on this that we think of man in a dif- 
ferent sense and relation when we call him free, and when we regard him as subject to the 
laws of nature as being part and parcel of nature. It must therefore show that not only can 
both these very well coexist, but that both must be thought as necessarily united in the same 
subject, since otherwise no reason could be given why we should burden reason with an 
idea which, though it may possibly without contradiction be reconciled with another that is 
sufficiently established, yet entangles us in a perplexity which sorely embarrasses reason 
in its theoretic employment. This duty, however, belongs only to speculative philosophy, 
in order that it may clear the way for practical philosophy. The philosopher, then, has no 
option whether he will remove the apparent contradiction or leave it untouched; for in the 
latter case the theory respecting this would be bonum vacans into the possession of which 
the fatalist would have a right to enter, and chase all morality out of its supposed domain 
as occupying it without title. 

We cannot, however, as yet say that we are touching the bounds of practical philoso- 
phy. For the settlement of that controversy does not belong to it; it only demands from 
speculative reason that it should put an end to the discord in which it encangles itself in 
theoretical questions, so that practical reason may have rest and security from external at- 
tacks which might make the ground debatable on which it desires to build. 

The claims to freedom of will made even by common reason are founded on the con- 
sciousness and the admitted supposition that reason is independent on merely subjectively 
determined causes which together constitute what belongs to sensation only, and which 
consequently come under the general designation of sensibility. Man considering himself 
in this way as an intelligence places himself thereby in a different order of things and in 
a relation to determining grounds of a wholly different kind when on the one hand he 
thinks of himself as an intelligence endowed with a will, and consequently with causality, 
and when on the other he perceives himself as a phenomenon in the world of sense (as he 
really is also), and affirms that his causality is subject to external determination according 
to laws of nature. Now he soon becomes aware that both can hold good, nay, must hold 
good at the same time. For there is not the smallest contradiction in saying that a thing in 
appearance (belonging to the world of sense) is subject to certain laws on which the very 
same as a thing or being in itself is independent; and that he must conceive and think of 
himself in this two-fold way, rests as to the first on the consciousness of himself as an ob- 
ject affected through the senses, and as to the second on the consciousness of himself as an 
intelligence, that is, as independent on sensible impressions in the employment of his rea- 
son (in other words as belonging to the world of understanding). 

Hence it comes to pass that man claims the possession of a will which takes no account 
of anything that comes under the head of desires and inclinations, and on the contrary con- 
ceives actions as possible to him, nay, even as necessary, which can only be done by disre- 
garding all desires and sensible inclinations. The causality of such actions lies in him as 
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an intelligence and in the law of effects and actions [which depend] on the principles of 
an intelligible world, of which indeed he knows nothing more than that in it pure reason 
alone independent on sensibility gives the law; moreover, since it is only in that world, as 
an intelligence, that he is his proper self (being as man only the appearance of himself), 
those laws apply to him directly and categorically, so that the incitements of inclinations 
and appetites (in other words, the whole nature of the world of sense) cannot impair the 
laws of his volition as an intelligence. Nay, he does not even hold himself responsible for 
the former or ascribe them to his proper self, that is, his will; he only ascribes to his will 
any indulgence which he might yield them if he allowed them to influence his maxims to 
the prejudice of the rational laws of the will. 

When practical reason thinks itself into a world of understanding, it does not thereby 
transcend its own limits, as it would if it tried to enter it by ż¿ntuition or sensation. The for- 
mer is only a negative thought in respect of the world of sense, which does not give any 
laws to reason in determining the will, and is positive only in this single point that this 
freedom as a negative characteristic is at the same time conjoined with a (positive) faculty 
and even with a causality of reason, which we designate a will, namely, a faculty of so act- 
ing that the principle of the actions shall conform to the essential character of a rational 
motive, that is, the condition that the maxim have universal validity as a law. But were it 
to borrow an object of will, that is, a motive, from the world of understanding, then it would 
overstep its bounds and pretend to be acquainted with something of which it knows noth- 
ing. The conception of a world of the understanding is then only a point of view which rea- 
son finds itself compelled to take outside the appearances in order to conceive itself as prac- 
tical, which would not be possible if the influences of the sensibility had a determining 
power on man, but which is necessary unless he is to be denied the consciousness of him- 
self as an intelligence and consequently as a rational cause, energizing by reason, that is, 
operating freely. This thought certainly involves the idea of an order and a system of laws 
different from that of the mechanism of nature which belongs to the sensible world; and 
it makes the conception of an intelligible world necessary (that is to say, the whole system 
of rational beings as things in themselves). But it does not in the least authorize us to think 
of it further than as to its formal condition only, that is, the universality of the maxims of 
the will as laws, and consequently the autonomy of the latter, which alone is consistent 
with its freedom; whereas, on the contrary, all laws that refer to a definite object give het- 
eronomy, which only belongs to laws of nature, and can only apply to the sensible world. 

But reason would overstep all its bounds if it undertook to explain how pure reason can 
be practical, which would be exactly the same problem as to explain how freedom is possible. 

For we can explain nothing but that which we can reduce to laws the object of which 
can be given in some possible experience. But freedom is a mere idea {ideal conception], 
the objective reality of which can in no wise be shown according to laws of nature, and 
consequently not in any possible experience; and for this reason it can never be compre- 
hended or understood because we cannot support it by any sort of example or analogy. It 
holds good only as a necessary hypothesis of reason in a being that believes itself conscious 
of a will, that is, of a faculty distinct from mere desire (namely, a faculty of determining 
itself to action as an intelligence, in other words, by laws of reason independently on natu- 
ral instincts). Now where determination according to laws of nature ceases, there all ex- 
planation ceases also, and nothing remains but defense, that is, the removal of the objections 
of those who pretend to have seen deeper into the nature of things, and thereupon boldly 
declare freedom impossible. We can only point out to them that the supposed contradic- 
tion that they have discovered in it arises only from this that in order to be able to apply 
the law of nature to human actions, they must necessarily consider man as an appearance; 
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then when we demand of them that they should also think of him qua intelligence as a 
thing in itself, they still persist in considering him in this respect also as an appearance. 
In this view it would no doubt be a contradiction to suppose the causality of the same sub- 
ject (that is, his will) to be withdrawn from all the natural laws of the sensible world. But 
this contradiction disappears if they would only bethink themselves and admit, as is rea- 
sonable, that behind the appearances there must also lie at their root (although hidden) 
the things in themselves, and that we cannot expect the laws of these to be the same as 
those that govern their appearances. 

The subjective impossibility of explaining the freedom of the will is identical with the 
impossibility of discovering and explaining an interest” which man can take in the moral 
law. Nevertheless he does actually take an interest in it, the basis of which in us we call 
the moral feeling, which some have falsely assigned as the standard of our moral judgment, 
whereas it must rather be viewed as the subjective effect that the law exercises on the will, 
the objective principle of which is furnished by reason alone. 

In order, indeed, that a rational being who is also affected through the senses should 
will what reason alone directs such beings that they ought to will, it is no doubt requisite 
that reason should have a power to infuse a feeling of pleasure or satisfaction in the fulfilment 
of duty, that is to say, that it should have a causality by which it determines the sensibil- 
ity according to its own principles. But it is quite impossible to discern, that is, to make 
it intelligible a priori, how a mere thought, which itself contains nothing sensible, can it- 
self produce a sensation of pleasure or pain; for this is a particular kind of causality of 
which, as of every other causality, we can determine nothing whatever a priori; we must 
only consult experience about it. But as this cannot supply us with any relation of cause 
and effect except between two objects of experience, whereas in this case, although indeed 
the effect produced lies within experience, yet the cause is supposed to be pure reason act- 
ing through mere ideas which offer no object to experience, it follows that for us men it 
is quite impossible to explain how and why the universality of the maxim as a law, that is, 
morality, interests. This only is certain, that it is not because it interests us that it has valid- 
ity for us (for chat would be heteronomy and dependence of practical reason on sensibil- 
ity, namely, on a feeling as its principle, in which case it could never give moral laws), but 
that it interests us because it is valid for us as men, inasmuch as it had its source in our 
will as intelligences, in other words in our proper self, and what belongs to mere appearance 
is necessarily subordinated by reason to the nature of the thing in itself. 

The question, then, How a categorical imperative is possible, can be answered to this 
extent that we can assign the only hypothesis on which it is possible, namely, the idea of 
freedom; and we can also discern the necessity of this hypothesis, and this is sufficient for 
the practical exercise of reason, that is, for the conviction of the validity of this imperative, and 
hence of the moral law; but how this hypothesis itself is possible can never be discerned 
by any human reason. On the hypothesis, however, that the will of an intelligence is free, 
its autonomy, as the essential formal condition of its determination, is a necessary conse- 
quence. Moreover, this freedom of will is not merely quite possible as a hypothesis (not in- 
volving any contradiction to the principle of physical necessity in the connection of the 
phenomena of the sensible world) as speculative philosophy can show; but further, a ra- 
tional being who is conscious of a causality through reason, that is to say, of a will (dis- 
tinct from desires), must of necessity make it practically, that is, in idea, the condition of all 
his voluntary actions. But to explain how pure reason can be of itself practical without the 
aid of any spring of action that could be derived from any other source, that is, how the 
mere principle of the universal validity of all its maxims as laws (which would certainly be 
the form of a pure practical reason) can of itself supply a spring, without any matter (ob- 
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ject) of the will in which one could antecedently take any interest; and how it can produce 
an interest which would be called purely mora/; or in other words, how pure reason can be 
practical—to explain this is beyond the power of human reason, and all the labor and pains 
of seeking an explanation of it are lost. 

It is just the same as if I sought to find out how freedom itself is possible as the causal- 
ity of a will. For then I quit the ground of philosophical explanation, and I have no other 
to go upon. I might indeed revel in the world of intelligences which still remains to me, 
but although I have an idea of it which is well founded, yet I have not the least knowledge 
of it, nor can I ever attain to such knowledge with all the efforts of my natural faculty of 
reason. It signifies only a something that remains over when I have eliminated everything 
belonging to the world of sense from the actuating principles of my will, serving merely 
to keep in bounds the principle of motives taken from the field of sensibility; fixing its 
limits and showing that it does not contain all in all within itself, but that there is more 
beyond it; but this something more I know no further. Of pure reason which frames this 
ideal, there remains after the abstraction of all matter, that is, knowledge of objects, noth- 
ing but the form, namely, the practical law of the universality of the maxims, and in con- 
formity with this the conception of reason in reference to a pure world of understanding 
as a possible efficient cause, that is, a cause determining the will. There must here be a 
total absence of springs unless this idea of an intelligible world is itself the spring, or that 
in which reason primarily takes an interest; but to make this intelligible is precisely the 
problem that we cannot solve. 

Here now is the extreme limit of all moral inquiry, and it is of great importance to de- 
termine it even on this account in order that reason may not, on the one hand, to the prej- 
udice of morals, seek about in the world of sense for the supreme motive and an interest 
comprehensible but empirical; and on the other hand, that it may not impotently flap its 
wings without being able to move in the (for it) empty space of transcendent concepts 
which we call the intelligible world, and so lose itself amidst chimeras. For the rest, the 
idea of a pure world of understanding as a system of all intelligences, and to which we our- 
selves as rational beings belong (although we are likewise on the other side members of 
the sensible world), this remains always a useful and legitimate idea for the purposes of 
rational belief, although all knowledge stops at its threshold, useful, namely, to produce 
in us a lively interest in the moral law by means of the noble ideal of a universal kingdom 
of ends in themselves (rational beings), to which we can belong as members then only when 
we carefully conduct ourselves according to the maxims of freedom as if they were laws of 
nature. 


Concluding Remark 


The speculative employment of reason with respect to nature leads to the absolute necessity 
of some supreme cause of the world; the practical employment of reason with a view to free- 
dom \eads also to absolute necessity, but only of the laws of the actions of a rational being as 
such. Now it is an essential principle of reason, however employed, to push its knowledge 
to a consciousness of its necessity (without which it would not be rational knowledge). It 
is, however, an equally essential restriction of the same reason that it can neither discern the 
necessity of what is or what happens, nor of what ought to happen, unless a condition is 
supposed on which it is or happens or ought to happen. In this way, however, by the con- 
stant inquiry for the condition, the satisfaction of reason is only further and further post- 
poned. Hence it unceasingly seeks the unconditionally necessary, and finds itself forced 
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to assume it, although without any means of making it comprehensible to itself, happy 
enough if only it can discover a conception which agrees with this assumption. It is there- 
fore no fault in our deduction of the supreme principle of morality, but an objection that 
should be made to human reason in general, that it cannot enable us to conceive the ab- 
solute necessity of an unconditional practical law (such as the categorical imperative must 
be). It cannot be blamed for refusing to explain this necessity by a condition, that is to say, 
by means of some interest assumed as a basis, since the law would then cease to be a moral 
law, that is, a supreme law of freedom. And thus while we do not comprehend the practi- 
cal unconditional necessity of the moral imperative, we yet comprehend its zncomprehensi- 
bility, and this is all that can be fairly demanded of a philosophy which strives to carry its 
principles up to the very limit of human reason. 


Notes 


1. {Christian von Wolff (1679-1754) was a German philosopher who systematized and popular- 
ized Leibniz’s views.—S.M.C.] 

2. {The first proposition is that to have moral worth an action must be done from duty.] 

3. A maxim is the subjective principle of volition. The objective principle (i.e., that which would 
also serve subjectively as a practical principle to all rational beings if reason had full power over 
the faculty of desire) is the practical /aw. 

4. It might be here objected to me that I take refuge behind the word respect in an obscure feel- 
ing, instead of giving a distinct solution of the question by a concept of the reason. But al- 
though respect is a feeling, it is not a feeling received through influence, but is se/f-wrought by a 
rational concept, and, therefore, is specifically distinct from all feelings of the former kind, 
which may be referred either to inclination or fear. What I recognize immediately as a law for 
me, I recognize with respect. This merely signifies the consciousness that my will is subordinate 
to a law, without the intervention of other influences on my sense. The immediate determina- 
tion of the will by the law, and the consciousness of this, is called respect, so that this is regarded 
as an effect of the law on the subject, and not as the cause of it. Respect is properly the concep- 
tion of a worth which thwarts my self-love. Accordingly it is something which is considered 
neither as an object of inclination nor of fear, although it has something analogous to both. The 
object of respect is the /aw only, that is, the law which we impose on ourselves, and yet recognize 
as necessary in itself. As a law, we are subjected to it without consulting self-love; as imposed 
by us on ourselves, it is a result of our will. In the former aspect it has an analogy to fear, in 
the latter to inclination. Respect for a person is properly only respect for the law (of honesty, 
etc.) of which he gives us an example. Since we also look on the improvement of our talents as 
a duty, we consider that we see in a person of talents, as it were, the example of a law (viz., to 
become like him in this by exercise), and this constitutes our respect. All so-called moral in- 
terest consists simply in respect for the law. 

5. Just as pure mathematics are distinguished from applied, pure logic from applied, so if we 
choose we may also distinguish pure philosophy of morals (metaphysic) from applied (viz., ap- 
plied to human nature). By this designation we are also at once reminded that moral principles 
are not based on properties of human nature, but must subsist a priori of themselves, while from 
such principles practical rules must be capable of being deduced for every rational nature, and 
accordingly for that of man. 

6. I have a letter from the late excellent Sulzer, in which he asks me what can be the reason that 
moral instruction, although containing much that is convincing for the reason, yet accomplishes 
so little? My answer was postponed in order that I might make it complete. But it is simply 
this, that the teachers themselves have not got their own notions clear, and when they endeavor 
to make up for this by raking up motives of moral goodness from every quarter, trying to make 
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their physic right strong, they spoil it. For the commonest understanding shows that if we 
imagine, on the one hand, an act of honesty done with steadfast mind, apart from every view to 
advantage of any kind in this world or another, and even under the greatest temptations of ne- 
cessity or allurement, and, on the other hand, a similar act which was affected, in however low 
a degree, by foreign motive, the former leaves far behind and eclipses the second; it elevates the 
soul, and inspires the wish to be able to act in like manner oneself. Even moderately young chil- 
dren feel this impression, and one should never represent duties to them in any other light. 
The dependence of the desires on sensations is called inclination, and this accordingly always 
indicates a want. The dependence of a contingently determinable will on principles of reason is 
called an interest. This, therefore, is found only in the case of a dependent will which does not 
always of itself conform to reason; in the Divine will we cannot conceive any interest. But the 
human will can also take an interest in a thing without therefore acting from interest. The former 
signifies the practical interest in the action, the latter the pathological in the object of the action. 
The former indicates only dependence of the will on principles of reason in themselves; the sec- 
ond, dependence on principles of reason for the sake of inclination, reason supplying only the 
practical rules how the requirement of the inclination may be satisfied. In the first case the ac- 
tion interests me; in the second the object of the action (because it is pleasant to me). We have 
seen in the first section that in an action done from duty we must look not to the interest in 
the object, but only to that in the action itself, and in its rational principle (viz., the law). 
The word prudence is taken in two senses: in the one it may bear the name of knowledge of the 
world, in the other that of private prudence. The former is a man’s ability to influence others 
so as to use them for his own purposes. The latter is the sagacity to combine all these purposes 
for his own lasting benefit. This latter is properly that to which the value even of the former is 
reduced, and when a man is prudent in the former sense, but not in the latter, we might say of 
him that he is clever and cunning, but, on the whole, imprudent. 

It seems to me that the proper signification of the word pragmatic may be most accurately de- 
fined in this way. For sanctions are called pragmatic which flow properly, not from the law of 
the states as necessary enactments, but from precaution for the general welfare. A history is com- 
posed pragmatically when it teaches prudence, that is, instructs the world how it can provide for 
its interests better, or at least as well as the men of former time. 

I connect the act with the will without presupposing any condition resulting from any incli- 
nation, but a priori, and therefore necessarily (though only objectively, that is, assuming the 
idea of a reason possessing full power over all subjective motives). This is accordingly a practi- 
cal proposition which does not deduce the willing of an action by mere analysis from another 
already presupposed (for we have not such a perfect will), but connects it immediately with the 
conception of the will of a rational being, as something not contained in it. 

A “maxim” is a subjective principle of action, and must be distinguished from the objective prin- 
ciple, namely, practical law. The former contains the practical rule set by reason according to 
the conditions of the subject (often its ignorance or its inclinations), so that it is the principle 
on which the subject acts; but the law is the objective principle valid for every rational being, 
and is the principle on which it ought to act—that is an imperative. 

It must be noted here that I reserve the division of duties for a future metaphysic of morals; so 
that I give it here only as an arbitrary one (in order to arrange my examples). For the rest, I un- 
derstand by a perfect duty one that admits no exception in favor of inclination, and then I have 
not merely external but also internal perfect duties. This is contrary to the use of the word 
adopted in the schools; but I do not intend to justify it here, as it is all one for my purpose 
whether it is admitted or not. 

To behold virtue in her proper form is nothing else but to contemplate morality stripped of all 
admixture of sensible things and of every spurious ornament of reward or self-love. How much 
she then eclipses everything else that appears charming to the affections, every one may read- 
ily perceive with the least exertion of his reason, if it be not wholly spoiled for abstraction. 
This proposition is here stated as a postulate. The ground of it will be found in the conclud- 
ing section. 
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15. Let ic not be thought that the common: quod tibi non vis fieri, etc., could serve here as the rule 
or principle. For it is only a deduction from the former, though with several limitations; it can- 
not be a universal law, for it does not contain the principle of duties to oneself, nor of the du- 
ties of benevolence to others (for many a one would gladly consent that others should not ben- 
efit him, provided only that he might be excused from showing benevolence to them), nor 
finally chat of duties of strict obligation to one another, for on this principle the criminal might 
argue against the judge who punishes him, and so on. 

16. I may be excused from adducing examples to elucidate this principle as those which have al- 
ready been used to elucidate the categorical imperative and its formula would all serve for the 
like purpose here. 

17. Teleology considers nature as a kingdom of ends; ethics regards a possible kingdom of ends as 
a kingdom of nature. In the first case, the kingdom of ends is a theoretical idea, adopted to ex- 
plain what actually is. In the latter it is a practical idea, adopted to bring about that which is 
not yet, but which can be realized by our conduct, namely, if it conforms to this idea. 

18. I class the principle of moral feeling under that of happiness, because every empirical interest 
promises to contribute to our well-being by the agreeableness that a thing affords, whether it 
be immediately and without a view to profit, or whether profit be regarded. We must likewise, 
with Hutcheson, class the principle of sympathy with the happiness of others under his as- 
sumed moral sense. 

19. I adopt this method of assuming freedom merely as an idea which rational beings suppose in 
their actions, in order to avoid the necessity of proving it in its theoretical aspect also. The form 
is sufficient for my purpose; for even though the speculative proof should not be made out, yet 
a being that cannot act except with the idea of freedom is bound by the same laws that would 
oblige a being who was actually free. Thus we can escape here from the onus which presses on 
the theory. 

20. Interest is that by which reason becomes practical, that is, a cause determining the will. Hence 
we say of rational beings only that they take an interest in a thing; irrational beings only feel 
sensual appetites. Reason takes a direct interest in action, then, only when the universal valid- 
ity of its maxims is alone sufficient to determine the will. Such an interest alone is pure. But 
if it can determine the will only by means of another object of desire or on the suggestion of a 
particular feeling of the subject, then Reason takes only an indirect interest in the action; and 
as Reason by itself without experience cannot discover either objects of the will or a special feel- 
ing actuating it, this latter interest would only be empirical, and not a pure rational interest. 
The logical interest of Reason (namely, to extend its insight) is never direct, but presupposes 
purposes for which reason is employed. 


* 11. JEREMY BENTHAM 


Jeremy Bentham (1748-1822) was a British philosopher who developed utilitarianism, the 
ethical system that judges actions to be moral to the extent they maximize happiness, pro- 
ducing pleasures and preventing pains. 
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An Introduction to the Principles of 
Morals and Legislation 


CHAPTER I 


Of the Principle of Utility 


1. Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and 
pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine 
what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain 
of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we 
say, in all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but 
to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to abjure their empire: but 
in reality he will remain subject to it all the while. The principle of utility’ recognises this 
subjection, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear 
the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of law. Systems which attempt to question 
it, deal in sounds instead of sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness instead of light. 

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that moral science 
is to be improved. 

2. The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work: it will be proper there- 
fore at the outset to give an explicit and determinate account of what is meant by it. By 
the principle? of utility is meant that principle which approves or disapproves of every ac- 
tion whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or di- 
minish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question: or, what is the same thing 
in other words, to promote or to oppose that happiness. I say of every action whatsoever; 
and therefore not only of every action of a private individual, but of every measure of gov- 
ernment. 

3. By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce bene- 
fit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness, (all this in the present case comes to the same 
thing), or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent the happening of mischief, 
pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered: if that party be the 
community in general, then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, 
then the happiness of that individual. 

4. The interest of the community is one of the most general expressions that can occur 
in the phraseology of morals: no wonder that the meaning of it is often lost. When it has 
a meaning, it is this. The community is a fictitious body, composed of the individual per- 
sons who are considered as constituting as it were its members. The interest of the commu- 
nity then is, what?—the sum of the interests of the several members who compose it. 

5. It is in vain to talk of the interest of the community, without understanding what 
is the interest of the individual.’ A thing is said to promote the interest, or to be for the 
interest, of an individual, when it tends to add to the sum total of his pleasures: or, what 
comes to the same thing, to diminish the sum total of his pains. 

6. An action then may be said to be conformable to the principle of utility, or, for 
shortness sake, to utility, (meaning with respect to the community at large) when the ten- 
dency it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater than any it has to di- 
minish it. 
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7. A measure of government (which is but a particular kind of action, performed by a 
particular person or persons) may be said to be conformable to or dictated by the princi- 
ple of utility, when in like manner the tendency which it has to augment the happiness of 
the community is greater than any which it has to diminish it. 

8. When an action, or in particular a measure of government, is supposed by a man to 
be conformable to the principle of utility, it may be convenient, for the purposes of dis- 
course, to imagine a kind of law or dictate, called a law or dictate of utility: and to speak 
of the action in question, as being conformable to such law or dictate. 

9. A man may be said to be a partisan of the principle of utility, when the approbation 
or disapprobation he annexes to any action, or to any measure, is determined by, and pro- 
portioned to the tendency which he conceives it to have to augment or to diminish the 
happiness of the community: or in other words, to its conformity or unconformity to the 
laws or dictates of utility. 

10. Ofan action that is conformable to the principle of utility, one may always say ei- 
ther that it is one that ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought not to be 
done. One may say also, that it is right it should be done; at least that it is not wrong it 
should be done: that it is a right action; at least that it is not a wrong action. When thus 
interpreted, the words ought, and right and wrong, and others of that stamp, have a mean- 
ing: when otherwise, they have none. 

11. Has the rectitude of this principle been ever formally contested? It should seem 
that it had, by those who have not known what they have been meaning. Is it susceptible 
of any direct proof? it should seem not: for that which is used to prove every thing else, 
cannot itself be proved: a chain of proofs must have their commencement somewhere. To 
give such proof is as impossible as it is needless. 

12. Not that there is or ever has been that human creature breathing, however stupid or 
perverse, who has not on many, perhaps on most occasions of his life, deferred to it. By the 
natural constitution of the human frame, on most occasions of their lives men in general em- 
brace this principle, without thinking of it: if not for the ordering of their own actions, yet 
for the trying of their own actions, as well as of those of other men. There have been, at the 
same time, not many, perhaps, even of the most intelligent, who have been disposed to em- 
brace it purely and without reserve. There are even few who have not taken some occasion 
or other to quarrel with it, either on account of their not understanding always how to apply 
it, or on account of some prejudice or other which they were afraid to examine into, or could 
not bear to part with. For such is the stuff that man is made of: in principle and in practice, 
in a right track and in a wrong one, the rarest of all human qualities is consistency. 

13. When a man attempts to combat the principle of utility, it is with reasons drawn, 
without his being aware of it, from that very principle itself.“ His arguments, if they prove 
any thing, prove not that the principle is wrong, but that, according to the applications he 
supposes to be made of it, it is misapplied. Is it possible for a man to move the earth? Yes; 
but he must first find out another earth to stand upon. 

14. To disprove the propriety of it by arguments is impossible; but, from the causes 
that have been mentioned, or from some confused or partial view of it, a man may happen 
to be disposed not to relish it. Where this is the case, if he thinks the settling of his opin- 
ions on such a subject worth the trouble, let him take the following steps, and at length, 
perhaps, he may come to reconcile himself to it. 


(1) Let him settle with himself, whether he would wish to discard this principle al- 
together; if so, let him consider what it is that all his reasonings (in matters of politics 
especially) can amount to? 
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(2) If he would, let him settle with himself, whether he would judge and act with- 
out any principle, or whether there is any other he would judge and act by? 


(3) If there be, let him examine and satisfy himself whether the principle he thinks 
he has found is really any separate intelligible principle; or whether it be not a mere 
principle in words, a kind of phrase, which at bottom expresses neither more nor less 
than the mere averment of his own unfounded sentiments; that is, what in another per- 
son he might be apt to call caprice? 


(4) If he is inclined to think that his own approbation or disapprobation, annexed to 
the idea of an act, without any regard to its consequences, is a sufficient foundation for 
him to judge and act upon, let him ask himself whether his sentiment is to be a stan- 
dard of right and wrong, with respect to every other man, or whether every man’s sen- 
timent has the same privilege of being a standard to itself? 


(5) In the first case, let him ask himself whether his principle is not despotical, and 
hostile to all the rest of human race? 


(6) In the second case, whether it is not anarchical, and whether at this rate there are 
not as many different standards of right and wrong as there are men? and whether even 
to the same man, the same thing, which is right today, may not (without the least 
change in its nature) be wrong to-morrow? and whether the same thing is not right and 
wrong in the same place at the same time? and in either case, whether all argument is 
not at an end? and whether, when two men have said, ‘I like this,’ and ‘I don’t like it’, 
they can (upon such a principle) have any thing more to say? 


(7) If he should have said to himself, No: for that the sentiment which he proposes 
as a standard must be grounded on reflection, let him say on what particulars the re- 
flection is to turn? if on particulars having relation to the utility of the act, then let him 
say whether this is not deserting his own principle, and borrowing assistance from that 
very one in opposition to which he sets it up: or if not on those particulars, on what 
other particulars? 


(8) If he should be for compounding the matter, and adopting his own principle in 
part, and the principle of utility in part, let him say how far he will adopt it? 


(9) When he has settled with himself where he will stop, then let him ask himself 
how he justifies to himself the adopting it so far? and why he will not adopt it any far- 
ther? 

(10) Admitting any other principle than the principle of utility to be a right prin- 
ciple, a principle that it is right for a man to pursue; admitting (what is not true) that 
the word right can have a meaning without reference to utility, let him say whether 
there is any such thing as a motive that a man can have to pursue the dictates of it: if 
there is, let him say what that motive is, and how it is to be distinguished from those 
which enforce the dictates of utility: if not, then lastly let him say what it is this other 
principle can be good for? 


CHAPTER II 


Of Principles Adverse to that of Utility 


1. If the principle of utility be a right principle to be governed by, and that in all cases, 
it follows from what has been just observed, that whatever principle differs from it in any 
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case must necessarily be a wrong one. To prove any other principle, therefore, to be a wrong 
one, there needs no more than just to show it to be what it is, a principle of which the dic- 
tates are in some point or other different from those of the principle of utility: to state it 
is to confute it. 

2. A principle may be different from that of utility in two ways: 1. By being constantly 
opposed to it: this is the case with a principle which may be termed the principle of as- 
ceticism.’? 2. By being sometimes opposed to it, and sometimes not, as it may happen: this 
is the case with another, which may be termed the principle of sympathy and antipathy. 

3. By the principle of asceticism I mean that principle, which, like the principle of 
utility, approves or disapproves of any action, according to the tendency which it appears 
to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question; 
but in an inverse manner: approving of actions in as far as they tend to diminish his hap- 
piness; disapproving of them in as far as they tend to augment it. 

4. It is evident that any one who reprobates any the least particle of pleasure, as such, 
from whatever source derived, is pro tanto a partisan of the principle of asceticism. It is only 
upon that principle, and not from the principle of utility, that the most abominable plea- 
sure which the vilest of malefactors ever reaped from his crime would be to be reprobated, 
if it stood alone. The case is, that it never does stand alone; but is necessarily followed by 
such a quantity of pain (or, what comes to the same thing, such a chance for a certain quan- 
tity of pain) that the pleasure in comparison of it, is as nothing: and this is the true and 
sole, but perfectly sufficient, reason for making it a ground for punishment. 

5. There are two classes of men of very different complexions, by whom the principle 
of asceticism appears to have been embraced; the one a set of moralists, the other a set of 
religionists. Different accordingly have been the motives which appear to have recom- 
mended it to the notice of these different parties. Hope, that is the prospect of pleasure, 
seems to have animated the former: hope, the ailment of philosophic pride: the hope of 
honour and reputation at the hands of men. Fear, that is the prospect of pain, the latter: 
fear, the offspring of superstitious fancy: the fear of future punishment at the hands of a 
splenetic and revengeful Deity. I say in this case fear: for of the invisible future, fear is 
more powerful than hope. These circumstances characterize the two different parties 
among the partisans of the principle of asceticism; the parties and their motives different, 
the principle the same. 

6. The religious party, however, appear to have carried it farcher chan the philosophi- 
cal: they have acted more consistently and less wisely. The philosophical party have 
scarcely gone farther than to reprobate pleasure: the religious party have frequently gone 
so far as to make it a matter of merit and of duty to court pain. The philosophical party 
have hardly gone farther than the making pain a matter of indifference. It is no evil, they 
have said: they have not said, it is a good. They have not so much as reprobated all plea- 
sure in the lump. They have discarded only what they have called the gross; that is, such 
as are organical, or of which the origin is easily traced up to such as are organical: they 
have even cherished and magnified the refined. Yet this, however, not under the name of 
pleasure: to cleanse itself from the sordes of its impure original, it was necessary it should 
change its name: the honourable, the glorious, the reputable, the becoming, the honestum, 
the decorum, it was to be called: in short, any thing but pleasure. 

7. From these two sources have flowed the doctrines from which the sentiments of the 
bulk of mankind have all along received a tincture of this principle; some from the philo- 
sophical, some from the religious, some from both. Men of education more frequently from 
the philosophical, as more suited to the elevation of their sentiments: the vulgar more 
frequently from the superstitious, as more suited to the narrowness of their intellect, undi- 
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lated by knowledge: and to the abjectness of their condition, continually open to the at- 
tacks of fear. The tinctures, however, derived from the two sources, would naturally inter- 
mingle, insomuch that a man would not always know by which of them he was most in- 
fluenced: and they would often serve to corroborate and enliven one another. It was this 
conformity that made a kind of alliance between parties of a complexion otherwise so dis- 
similar: and disposed them to unite upon various occasions against the common enemy, 
the partisan of the principle of utility, whom they joined in branding with the odious name 
of Epicurean. 

8. The principle of asceticism, however, with whatever warmth it may have been em- 
braced by its partisans as a rule of private conduct, seems not to have been carried to any 
considerable length, when applied to the business of government. In a few instances it has 
been carried a little way by the philosophical party: witness the Spartan regimen. Though 
then, perhaps, it may be considered as having been a measure of security: and an application, 
though a precipitate and perverse application, of the principle of utility. Scarcely in any in- 
stances, to any considerable length, by the religious: for the variousmonastic orders, and the 
societies of the Quakers, Dumphers, Moravians, and other religionists, have been free soci- 
eties, whose regimen no man has been astricted to without the intervention of his own con- 
sent. Whatever merit a man may have thought there would be in making himself miserable, 
no such notion seems ever to have occurred to any of them, that it may be a merit, much less 
a duty, to make others miserable: although it should seem, that if a certain quantity of mis- 
ery were a thing so desirable, it would not matter much whether it were brought by each 
man upon himself, or by one man upon another. It is true, that from the same source from 
whence, among the religionists, the attachment to the principle of asceticism took its rise, 
flowed other doctrines and practices, from which misery in abundance was produced in one 
man by the instrumentality of another: witness the holy wars, and the persecutions for reli- 
gion. But the passion for producing misery in these cases proceeded upon some special 
ground: the exercise of it was confined to persons of particular descriptions: they were tor- 
mented, not as men, but as heretics and infidels. To have inflicted the same miseries on their 
fellow-believers and fellow-sectaries, would have been as blameable in the eyes even of these 
religionists, as in those of a partisan of the principle of utility. For a man to give himself a 
certain number of stripes was indeed meritorious: but to give the same number of stripes to 
another man, not consenting, would have been a sin. We read of saints, who for the good of 
their souls, and the mortification of their bodies, have voluntarily yielded themselves a prey 
to vermin: but though many persons of this class have wielded the reins of empire, we read 
of none who have set themselves to work, and made laws on purpose, with a view of stock- 
ing the body politic with the breed of highwaymen, housebreakers, or incendiaries. If at any 
time they have suffered the nation to be preyed upon by swarms of idle pensioners, or use- 
less placemen, it has rather been from negligence and imbecility, than from any settled plan 
for oppressing and plundering of the people. If at any time they have sapped the sources of 
national wealth, by cramping commerce, and driving the inhabitants into emigration, it has 
been with other views, and in pursuit of other ends. If they have declaimed against the pur- 
suit of pleasure, and the use of wealth, they have commonly stopped at declamation: they 
have not, like Lycurgus, made express ordinances for the purpose of banishing the precious 
metals. If they have established idleness by a law, it has been not because idleness, the 
mother of vice and misery, is itself a virtue, but because idleness (say they) is the road to ho- 
liness. If under the notion of fasting, they have joined in the plan of confining their subjects 
to a diet, thought by some to be of the most nourishing and prolific nature, it has been not 
for the sake of making them tributaries to the nations by whom that diet was to be supplied, 
but for the sake of manifesting their own power, and exercising the obedience of the people. 
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If they have established, or suffered to be established, punishments for the breach of celibacy, 
they have done no more than comply with the petitions of those deluded rigorists, who, 
dupes to the ambitious and deep-laid policy of their rulers, first laid themselves under that 
idle obligation by a vow. 

9. The principle of asceticism seems originally to have been the reverie of certain hasty 
speculators, who having perceived, or fancied, that certain pleasures, when reaped in cer- 
tain circumstances, have, at the long run, been attended with pains more than equivalent 
to them, took occasion to quarrel with every thing that offered itself under the name of 
pleasure. Having then got thus far, and having forgot the point which they set out from, 
they pushed on, and went so much further as to think it meritorious to fall in love with 
pain. Even this, we see, is at bottom but the principle of utility misapplied. 

10. The principle of utility is capable of being consistently pursued; and it is but tau- 
tology to say, that the more consistently it is pursued, the better it must ever be for 
human-kind. The principle of asceticism never was, nor ever can be, consistently pursued 
by any living creature. Let but one tenth part of the inhabitants of this earth pursue it con- 
sistently, and in a day’s time they will have turned it into a hell. 

11. Among principles adverse to that of utility, that which at this day seems to have 
most influence in matters of government, is what may be called the principle of sympathy 
and antipathy. By the principle of sympathy and antipathy, I mean that principle which 
approves or disapproves of certain actions, not on account of their tending to augment the 
happiness, nor yet on account of their tending to diminish the happiness of the party 
whose interest is in question, but merely because a man finds himself disposed to approve 
or disapprove of them: holding up that approbation or disapprobation as a sufficient rea- 
son for itself, and disclaiming the necessity of looking out for any extrinsic ground. Thus 
far in the general department of morals: and in the particular department of politics, mea- 
suring out the quantum (as well as determining the ground) of punishment, by the degree 
of the disapprobation. 

12. It is manifest, that this is rather a principle in name than in reality: it is not a posi- 
tive principle of itself, so much as a term employed to signify the negation of all princi- 
ple. What one expects to find in a principle is something that points out some external 
consideration, as a means of warranting and guiding the internal sentiments of approba- 
tion and disapprobation: this expectation is but ill fulfilled by a proposition, which does 
neither more nor less than hold up each of those sentiments as a ground and standard for 
itself. 

13. In looking over the catalogue of human actions (says a partisan of this principle) 
in order to determine which of them are to be marked with the seal of disapprobation, you 
need but to take counsel of your own feelings: whatever you find in yourself a propensity 
to condemn, is wrong for that very reason. For the same reason it is also meet for punish- 
ment: in what proportion it is adverse to utility, or whether it be adverse to utility at all, 
is a matter that makes no difference. In that same proportion also is it meet for punishment: 
if you hate much, punish much: if you hate little, punish little: punish as you hate. If you 
hate not at all, punish not at all: the fine feelings of the soul are not to be overborne and 
tyrannized by the harsh and rugged dictates of political utility. 

14. The various systems that have been formed concerning the standard of right and 
wrong, may all be reduced to the principle of sympathy and antipathy. One account may 
serve for all of them. They consist all of them in so many contrivances for avoiding the 
obligation of appealing to any external standard, and for prevailing upon the reader to ac- 
cept of the author’s sentiment or opinion as a reason and that a sufficient one for itself. The 
phrases different, but the principle the same. 
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15. It is manifest, that the dictates of this principle will frequently coincide with those 
of utility, though perhaps without intending any such thing. Probably more frequently 
than not: and hence it is that the business of penal justice is carried on upon that tolera- 
ble sort of footing upon which we see it carried on in common at this day. For what more 
natural or more general ground of hatred to a practice can there be, than the mischie- 
vousness of such practice? What all men are exposed to suffer by, all men will be disposed 
to hate. It is far yet, however, from being a constant ground: for when a man suffers, it is 
not always that he knows what it is he suffers by. A man may suffer grievously, for in- 
stance, by a new tax, without being able to trace up the cause of his sufferings to the in- 
justice of some neighbour, who has eluded the payment of an old one. 

16. The principle of sympathy and antipathy is most apt to err on the side of severity. 
It is for applying punishment in many cases which deserve none: in many cases which de- 
serve some, it is for applying more than they deserve. There is no incident imaginable, be 
it ever so trivial, and so remote from mischief, from which this principle may not extract 
a ground of punishment. Any difference in taste: any difference in opinion: upon one sub- 
ject as well as upon another. No disagreement so trifling which perseverance and alterca- 
tion will not render serious. Each becomes in the other’s eyes an enemy, and, if laws per- 
mit, a criminal.’ This is one of the circumstances by which the human race is distinguished 
(not much indeed to its advantage) from the brute creation. 

17. It is not, however, by any means unexampled for this principle to err on the side of 
lenity. A near and perceptible mischief moves antipathy. A remote and imperceptible mis- 
chief, though not less real, has no effect. Instances in proof of this will occur in numbers in 
the course of the work.* It would be breaking in upon the order of it to give them here. 

18. It may be wondered, perhaps, that in all this while no mention has been made of 
the theological principle; meaning that principle which professes to recur for the standard 
of right and wrong to the will of God. But the case is, this is not in fact a distinct princi- 
ple. It is never any thing more or less than one or other of the three before-mentioned prin- 
ciples presenting itself under another shape. The will of God here meant cannot be his re- 
vealed will, as contained in the sacred writings: for that is a system which nobody ever 
thinks of recurring to at this time of day, for the details of political administration: and 
even before it can be applied to the details of private conduct, it is universally allowed, by 
the most eminent divines of all persuasions, to stand in need of pretty ample interpreta- 
tions; else to what use are the works of those divines? And for the guidance of these in- 
terpretations, it is also allowed, that some other standard must be assumed. The will then 
which is meant on this occasion, is that which may be called the preswmptive will: that is 
to say, that which is presumed to be his will on account of the conformity of its dictates 
to those of some other principle. What then may be this other principle? it must be one 
or other of the three mentioned above: for there cannot, as we have seen, be any more. It 
is plain, therefore, that, setting revelation out of the question, no light can ever be thrown 
upon the standard of right and wrong, by any thing that can be said upon the question, 
what is God’s will. We may be perfectly sure, indeed, that whatever is right is conformable 
to the will of God: but so far is that from answering the purpose of showing us what is 
right, that it is necessary to know first whether a thing is right, in order to know from 
thence whether it be conformable to the will of God.’ 

19. There are two things which are very apt to be confounded, but which it imports 
us carefully to distinguish:—the motive or cause, which, by operating on the mind of an 
individual, is productive of any act: and the ground or reason which warrants a legislator, 
or other by-stander, in regarding that act with an eye of approbation. When the act hap- 
pens, in the particular instance in question, to be productive of effects which we approve 
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of, much more if we happen to observe that the same motive may frequently be produc- 
tive, in other instances, of the like effects, we are apt to transfer our approbation to the 
motive itself, and to assume, as the just ground for the approbation we bestow on the act, 
the circumstance of its originating from that motive. It is in this way that the sentiment 
of antipathy has often been considered as a just ground of action. Antipathy, for instance, 
in such or such a case, is the cause of an action, which is attended with good effects: but 
this does not make it a right ground of action in that case, any more than in any other. 
Still farther. Not only the effects are good, but the agent sees beforehand that they will be 
so. This may make the action indeed a perfectly right action: but it does not make an- 
tipathy a right ground of action. For the same sentiment of antipathy, if implicitly de- 
ferred to, may be, and very frequently is, productive of the very worst effects. Antipathy, 
therefore, can never be a right ground of action. No more, therefore, can resentment, 
which, as will be seen more particularly hereafter, is but a modification of antipathy. The 
only right ground of action, that can possibly subsist, is, after all, the consideration of 
utility, which, if it is a right principle of action, and of approbation, in any one case, is so 
in every other. Other principles in abundance, that is, other motives, may be the reasons 
why such and such an act as been done: that is, the reasons or causes of its being done: 
but it is this alone that can be the reason why it might or ought to have been done. An- 
tipathy or resentment requires always to be regulated, to prevent its doing mischief: to be 
regulated by what? always by the principle of utility. The principle of utility neither re- 
quires nor admits of any other regulator than itself. 


CHAPTER III 


Of the Four Sanctions or Sources of Pain and Pleasure 


1. It has been shown that the happiness of the individuals, of whom a community is com- 
posed, that is their pleasures and their security, is the end and the sole end which the leg- 
islator ought to have in view: the sole standard, in conformity to which each individual 
ought, as far as depends upon the legislator, to be made to fashion his behaviour. But 
whether it be this or any thing else that is to be done, there is nothing by which a man can 
ultimately be made to do it, but either pain or pleasure. Having taken a general view of 
these two grand objects (viz. pleasure, and what comes to the same thing, immunity from 
pain) in the character of final causes; it will be necessary to take a view of pleasure and pain 
itself, in the character of efficient causes or means. 

2. There are four distinguishable sources from which pleasure and pain are in use to 
flow: considered separately, they may be termed the physical, the political, the moral, and 
the religious: and inasmuch as the pleasures and pains belonging to each of them are capa- 
ble of giving a binding force to any law or rule of conduct, they may all of them be termed 
sanctions.” 

3. If it be in the present life, and from the ordinary course of nature, not purposely 
modified by the interposition of the will of any human being, nor by any extraordinary in- 
terposition of any superior invisible being, that the pleasure or the pain takes place or is 
expected, it may be said to issue from or to belong to the physical sanction. 

4. Ifat the hands of a particular person or set of persons in the community, who under 
names correspondent to that of judge, are chosen for the particular purpose of dispensing 
it, according to the will of the sovereign or supreme ruling power in the state, it may be 
said to issue from the political sanction. 
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5. If at the hands of such chance persons in the community, as the party in question may 
happen in the course of his life to have concerns with, according to each man’s spontaneous 
disposition, and not according to any settled or concerted rule, it may be said to issue from 
the moral or popular sanction." 

6. If from the immediate hand of a superior invisible being, either in the present life, 
or in a future, it may be said to issue from the religious sanction. 

7. Pleasures or pains which may be expected to issue from the physical, political, or moral 
sanctions, must all of them be expected to be experienced, if ever, in the present life: those 
which may be expected to issue from the religious sanction, may be expected to be experi- 
enced either in the present life or in a future. 

8. Those which can be experienced in the present life, can of course be no others than 
such as human nature in the course of the present life is susceptible of: and from each of 
these sources may flow all the pleasures or pains of which, in the course of the present life, 
human nature is susceptible. With regard to these then (with which alone we have in this 
place any concern) those of them which belong to any one of those-sanctions, differ not ul- 
timately in kind from those which belong to any one of the other three: the only differ- 
ence there is among them lies in the circumstances that accompany their production. A 
suffering which befalls a man in the natural and spontaneous course of things, shall be 
styled, for instance, a calamity; in which case, if it be supposed to befall him through any 
imprudence of his, it may be styled a punishment issuing from the physical sanction. Now 
this same suffering, if inflicted by the law, will be what is commonly called a punishment; 
if incurred for want of any friendly assistance, which the misconduct, or supposed mis- 
conduct, of the sufferer has occasioned to be withholden, a punishment issuing from the 
moral sanction; if through the immediate interposition of a particular providence, a pun- 
ishment issuing from the religious sanction. 

9. A man’s goods, or his person, are consumed by fire. If this happened to him by what 
is called an accident, it was a calamity: if by reason of his own imprudence (for instance, 
from his neglecting to put his candle out) it may be styled a punishment of the physical 
sanction: if it happened to him by the sentence of the political magistrate, a punishment 
belonging to the political sanction; that is, what is commonly called a punishment: if for want 
of any assistance which his neighbour withheld from him out of some dislike to his moral 
character, a punishment of the moral sanction: if by an immediate act of God's displeasure, 
manifested on account of some sin committed by him, or through any distraction of mind, 
occasioned by the dread of such displeasure, a punishment of the religious sanction.” 

10. As to such of the pleasures and pains belonging to the religious sanction, as regard 
a future life, of what kind these may be we cannot know. These lie not open to our obser- 
vation. During the present life they are matter only of expectation: and, whether that ex- 
pectation be derived from natural or revealed religion, the particular kind of pleasure or 
pain, if it be different from all those which lie open to our observation, is what we can 
have no idea of. The best ideas we can obtain of such pains and pleasures are altogether 
unliquidated in point of quality. In what other respects our ideas of them may be liqui- 
dated will be considered in another place." 

11. Of these four sanctions the physical is altogether, we may observe, the ground- 
work of the political and the moral: so is it also of the religious, in as far as the latter bears 
relation to the present life. It is included in each of those other three. This may operate in 
any case, (that is, any of the pains or pleasures belonging to it may operate) independently 
of them: none of them can operate but by means of this. In a word, the powers of nature may 
operate of themselves; but neither the magistrate, nor men at large, can operate, nor is God 
in the case in question supposed to operate, but through the powers of nature. 
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12. For these four objects, which in their nature have so much in common, it seemed 
of use to find a common name. It seemed of use, in the first place, for the convenience of 
giving a name co certain pleasures and pains, for which a name equally characteristic could 
hardly otherwise have been found: in the second place, for the sake of holding up the ef- 
ficacy of certain moral forces, the influence of which is apt not to be sufficiently attended 
to. Does the political sanction exert an influence over the conduct of mankind? The moral, 
the religious sanctions do so too. In every inch of his career are the operations of the po- 
litical magistrate liable to be aided or impeded by these two foreign powers: who, one or 
other of them, or both, are sure to be either his rivals or his allies. Does it happen to him 
to leave them out in his calculations? he will be sure almost to find himself mistaken in 
the result. Of all this we shall find abundant proofs in the sequel of this work. It behoves 
him, therefore, to have them continually before his eyes; and that under such a name as 
exhibits the relation they bear to his own purposes and designs. 


CHAPTER IV 


Value of a Lot of Pleasure or Pain, How to be Measured 


1. Pleasures then, and the avoidance of pains, are the ends which the legislator has in view: 
it behoves him therefore to understand their value. Pleasures and pains are the instruments 
he has to work with: it behoves him therefore to understand their force, which is again, in 
another point of view their value. 

2. Toa person considered by himself, the value of a pleasure or pain considered by tse/f, 
will be greater or less, according to the four following circumstances:"4 


1. Its zntensity. 

2. Its duration. 

3. Its certainty or uncertainty. 
4 


. Its propinquity or remoteness. 


3. These are the circumstances which are to be considered in estimating a pleasure or 
a pain considered each of them by itself. But when the value of any pleasure or pain is con- 
sidered for the purpose of estimating the tendency of any act by which it is produced, there 
are two other circumstances to be taken into the account; these are, 


5. Its fecundity, or the chance it has of being followed by sensations of the same kind: that is, plea- 
sures, if it be a pleasure: pains, if it be a pain. 

6. Its purity, or the chance it has of not being followed by sensations of the opposite kind: that is, 
pains, if it be a pleasure: pleasures, if it be a pain. 


These two last, however, are in strictness scarcely to be deemed properties of the plea- 
sure or the pain itself; they are not, therefore, in strictness to be taken into the account 
of the value of that pleasure or that pain. They are in strictness to be deemed properties 
only of the act, or other event, by which such pleasure or pain has been produced; and 
accordingly are only to be taken into the account of the tendency of such act or such 
event. 

4. To a number of persons, with reference to each of whom the value of a pleasure or a 
pain is considered, it will be greater or less, according to seven circumstances: to wit, the 
six preceding ones; viz. 
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Its zntensity. 

Its duration. 

Its certainty or uncertainty. 
Its propinquity or remoteness. 


Its fecundity. 


OS Bate ale 


Its purity. 
And one other; to wit; 


7. Its extent; that is, the number of persons to whom it extends; or (in other words) who are af- 
fected by it. 


5. To take an exact account then of the general tendency of any act, by which the in- 
terests of a community are affected, proceed as follows. Begin with any one person of those 
whose interests seem most immediately to be affected by it: and take an account, 


1. Of the value of each distinguishable pleasure which appears to be produced by it in the first 
instance. 


2. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it in the first instance. 


3. Of the value of each pleasure which appears to be produced by it after the first. This consti- 
tutes the fecundity of the first pleasure and the impurity of the first pain. 


4. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it after the first. This constitutes 
the fecundity of the first pain, and the impurity of the first pleasure. 


5. Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and those of all the pains on the other. 
The balance, if it be on the side of pleasure, will give the good tendency of the act upon the 
whole, with respect to the interests of that individual person; if on the side of pain, the bad 
tendency of it upon the whole. 


6. Take an account of the number of persons whose interests appear to be concerned; and repeat 
the above process with respect to each. Sum up the numbers expressive of the degrees of good 
tendency, which the act has, with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency 
of it is good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual, in regard to whom 
the tendency of it is good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual, in 
regard to whom the tendency of it is bad upon the whole. Take the balance; which, if on the 
side of pleasure, will give the general good tendency of the act, with respect to the total num- 
ber or community of individuals concerned; if on the side of pain, the general eril tendency, 
with respect to the same community. 


6. It is not to be expected that this process should be strictly pursued previously to 
every moral judgment, or to every legislative or judicial operation. It may, however, be al- 
ways kept in view: and as near as the process actually pursued on these occasions ap- 
proaches to it, so near will such process approach to the character of an exact one. 

7. The same process is alike applicable to pleasure and pain, in whatever shape they 
appear: and by whatever denomination they are distinguished: to pleasure, whether it be 
called good (which is properly the cause or instrument of pleasure) or profit (which is dis- 
tant pleasure, or the cause or instrument of distant pleasure,) or convenience, to advantage. 
benefit, emolument, happiness, and so forth: to pain, whether it be called ev7/, (which corre- 
sponds to good) or mischief, or inconvenience, or disadvantage, or loss, or unhappiness, and so 
forth. 

8. Nor is this a novel and unwarranted, any more than it is a useless theory. In all this 
there is nothing but what the practice of mankind, wheresoever they have a clear view of 
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their own interest, is perfectly conformable to. An article of property, an estate in land, for 
instance, is valuable, on what account? On account of the pleasures of all kinds which it 
enables a man to produce, and what comes to the same thing the pains of all kinds which 
it enables him to avert. But the value of such an article of property is universally under- 
stood to rise or fall according to the length or shortness of the time which a man has in it: 
the certainty or uncertainty of its coming into possession: and the nearness or remoteness 
of the time at which, if at all, it is to come into possession. As to the ż¿ntensity of the plea- 
sures which a man may derive from it, this is never thought of, because it depends upon 
the use which each particular person may come to make of it: which cannot be estimated 
till the particular pleasures he may come to derive from it, or the particular pains he may 
come to exclude by means of it, are brought to view. For the same reason, neither does he 
think of the fecundity or purity of those pleasures. 

Thus much for pleasure and pain, happiness and unhappiness, in general. We come now 
to consider the several particular kinds of pain and pleasure. 


CHAPTER VII 


Of Human Actions in General 


1. The business of government is to promote the happiness of the society, by punishing 
and rewarding. That part of its business which consists in punishing, is more particularly 
the subject of penal law. In proportion as an act tends to disturb that happiness, in pro- 
portion as the tendency of it is pernicious, will be the demand it creates for punishment. 
What happiness consists of we have already seen: enjoyment of pleasures, security from 
pains. 

2. The general tendency of an act is more or less pernicious, according to the sum total 
of its consequences: that is, according to the difference between the sum of such as are 
good, and the sum of such as are evil. 

3. It is to be observed, that here, as well as henceforward, wherever consequences are 
spoken of, such only are meant as are material. Of the consequences of any act, the multi- 
tude and variety must needs be infinite: but such of them only as are material are worth 
regarding. Now among the consequences of an act, be they what they may, such only, by 
one who views them in the capacity of a legislator, can be said to be material,’ as either 
consist of pain or pleasure, or have an influence in the production of pain or pleasure.'° 

4. It is also to be observed, that into the account of the consequences of the act, are to 
be taken not such only as might have ensued, were intention out of the question, but such 
also as depend upon the connexion there may be between these first-mentioned conse- 
quences and the intention. The connexion there is between the intention and certain con- 
sequences is, as we shall see hereafter,” a means of producing other consequences. In this 
lies the difference between rational agency and irrational. 

5. Now the intention, with regard to the consequences of an act, will depend upon two 
things: 1. The state of the will or intention, with respect to the act itself. And, 2. The state 
of the understanding, or perceptive faculties, with regard to the circumstances which it is, 
or may appear to be, accompanied with. Now with respect to these circumstances, the per- 
ceptive faculty is susceptible of three states: consciousness, unconsciousness, and false con- 
sciousness. Consciousness, when the party believes precisely those circumstances, and no 
others, to subsist, which really do subsist: unconsciousness, when he fails of perceiving cer- 
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tain circumstances to subsist, which, however, do subsist: false consciousness, when he be- 
lieves or imagines certain circumstances to subsist, which in truth do not subsist. 

6. In every transaction, therefore, which is examined with a view to punishment, there 
are four articles to be considered: 1. The act itself, which is done. 2. The circumstances in 
which it is done. 3. The żntentionality that may have accompanied it. 4. The consciousness, 
unconsciousness, or false consciousness, that may have accompanied it. 

What regards the act and the circumstances will be the subject of the present chapter: 
what regards intention and consciousness, that of the two succeeding. 

7. There are also two other articles on which the general tendency of an act depends: 
and on that, as well as on other accounts, the demand which it creates for punishment. 
These are, 1. The particular motive or motives which gave birth to it. 2. The general dispo- 
sition which it indicates. These articles will be the subject of two other chapters. 

8. Acts may be distinguished in several ways, for several purposes. 

They may be distinguished, in the first place, into positive and negative. By positive are 
meant such as consist in motion or exertion: by negative, such as consist in keeping at rest; 
that is, in forbearing to move or exert one’s self in such and such circumstances. Thus, to 
strike is a positive act: not to strike on a certain occasion, a negative one. Positive acts are 
styled also acts of commission; negative, acts of omission or forbearance."* 

9. Such acts, again, as are negative, may either be absolutely so, or relatively: absolutely, 
when they import the negation of all positive agency whatsoever; for instance, not to strike 
at all: relatively, when they import the negation of such or such a particular mode of 
agency; for instance, not to strike such a person or such a thing, or in such a direction. 

10. It is to be observed, that the nature of the act, whether positive or negative, is not 
to be determined immediately by the form of the discourse made use of to express it. An 
act which is positive in its nature may be characterized by a negative expression: thus, not 
to be at rest, is as much as to say to move. So also an act, which is negative in its nature, 
may be characterized by a positive expression: thus, to forbear or omit to bring food to a 
person in certain circumstances, is signified by the single and positive term to starve. 

11. In the second place, acts may be distinguished into external and internal. By exter- 
nal, are meant corporal acts; acts of the body: by internal, mental acts; acts of the mind. 
Thus, to strike is an external or exterior” act: to intend to strike, an internal or interior 
one. 

12. Acts of discourse are a sort of mixture of the two: external acts, which are no ways 
material, nor attended with any consequences, any farther than as they serve to express the 
existence of internal ones. To speak to another to strike, to write to him to strike, to make 
signs to him to strike, are all so many acts of discourse. 

13. Third, acts that are external may be distinguished into transitive and intransitive. 
Acts may be called transitive, when the motion is communicated from the person of the 
agent to some foreign body: that is, to such a foreign body on which the effects of it are 
considered as being material; as where a man runs against you, or throws water in your 
face. Acts may be called intransitive, when the motion is communicated to no other body, 
on which the effects of it are regarded as material, than some part of the same person in 
whom it originated: as where a man runs, or washes himself.” 

14. An act of the transitive kind may be said to be in its commencement, or in the first 
stage of its progress, while the motion is confined to the person of the agent, and has not 
yet been communicated to any foreign body, on which the effects of it can be material. It 
may be said to be in its termination, or to be in the last stage of its progress, as soon as the 
motion or impulse has been communicated to some such foreign body. It may be said to 
be in the middle or intermediate stage or stages of its progress, while the motion, having 
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passed from the person of the agent, has not yet been communicated to any such foreign 
body. Thus, as soon as a man has lifted up his hand to strike, the act he performs in strik- 
ing you is in its commencement: as soon as his hand has reached you, it is in its termina- 
tion. If the act be the motion of a body which is separated from the person of the agent 
before it reaches the object, it may be said, during that interval, to be in its intermediate 
progress,” or in gradu mediativo: as in the case where a man throws a stone or fires a bullet 
at you. 

15. An act of the intransitive kind may be said to be in its commencement, when the 
motion or impulse is as yet confined to the member or organ in which it originated; and 
has not yet been communicated to any member or organ that is distinguishable from the 
former. It may be said to be in its termination, as soon as it has been applied to any other 
part of the same person. Thus, where a man poisons himself, while he is lifting up the poi- 
son to his mouth, the act is in its commencement: as soon as it has reached his lips, it is 
in its termination.” 

16. In the third place, acts may be distinguished into transient and continued. Thus, to 
strike is a transient act: to lean, a continued one. To buy, a transient act: to keep in one’s 
possession, a continued one. 

17. In strictness of speech there is a difference between a continued act and a repetition 
of acts. It is a repetition of acts, when there are intervals filled up by acts of different na- 
tures: a continued act, when there are no such intervals. Thus, to lean, is one continued 
act: to keep striking, a repetition of acts. 

18. There is a difference, again, between a repetition of acts, and a habit or practice. The 
term repetition of acts may be employed, let the acts in question be separated by ever such 
short intervals, and let the sum total of them occupy ever so short a space of time. The 
term habit is not employed but when the acts in question are supposed to be separated by 
long-continued intervals, and the sum total of them to occupy a considerable space of time. 
It is not (for instance) the drinking ever so many times, nor ever so much at a time, in the 
course of the same sitting, that will constitute a habit of drunkenness: it is necessary that 
such sittings themselves be frequently repeated. Every habit is a repetition of acts; or, to 
speak more strictly, when a man has frequently repeated such and such acts after consid- 
erable intervals, he is said to have persevered in or contracted a habit: but every repetition 
of acts is not a habit.” 

19. Fourth, acts may be distinguished into indivisible and divisible. Indivisible acts are 
merely imaginary: they may be easily conceived, but can never be known to be exempli- 
fied. Such as are divisible may be so, with regard either to matter or to motion. An act in- 
divisible with regard to matter, is the motion or rest of one single atom of matter. An act 
indivisible with regard to motion, is the motion of any body, from one single atom of space 
to thie Nexto it 

Fifth, acts may be distinguished into simple and complex: simple, such as the act of strik- 
ing, the act of leaning, or the act of drinking, above instanced: complex, consisting each 
of a multitude of simple acts, which, though numerous and heterogeneous, derive a sort 
of unity from the relation they bear to some common design or end; such as the act of giv- 
ing a dinner, the act of maintaining a child, the act of exhibiting a triumph, the act of 
bearing arms, the act of holding a court, and so forth. 

20. It has been every now and then made a question, what it is in such a case that con- 
stitutes ove act: where one act has ended, and another act has begun: whether what has hap- 
pened has been one act or many.” These questions, it is now evident, may frequently be 
answered, with equal propriety, in opposite ways: and if there be any occasions on which 
they can be answered only in one way, the answer will depend upon the nature of the oc- 
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casion, and the purpose for which the question is proposed. A man is wounded in two fin- 
gers at one stroke—lIs it one wound or several? A man is beaten at 12 o'clock, and again 
at 8 minutes after 12—Is it one beating or several? You beat one man, and instantly in 
the same breath you beat another—Is this one beating or several? In any of these cases it 
may be one, perhaps, as to some purposes, and several as to others. These examples are given, 
that men may be aware of the ambiguity of language: and neither harass themselves with 
unsolvable doubts, nor one another with interminable disputes. 

21. So much with regard to acts considered in themselves: we come now to speak of 
the circumstances with which they may have been accompanied. These must necessarily be 
taken into the account before any thing can be determined relative to the consequences. 
What the consequences of an act may be upon the whole can never otherwise be ascer- 
tained: it can never be known whether it is beneficial, or indifferent, or mischievous. In 
some circumstances even to kill a man may be a beneficial act: in others, to set food be- 
fore him may be a pernicious one. 

22. Now the circumstances of an act, are, what? Any objects whatsoever. Take any act 
whatsoever, there is nothing in the nature of things that excludes any imaginable object 
from being a circumstance to it. Any given object may be a circumstance to any other.” 

23. We have already had occasion to make mention for a moment of the consequences of 
an act: these were distinguished into material and immaterial. In like manner may the cir- 
cumstances of it be distinguished. Now materiality is a relative term: applied to the con- 
sequences of an act, it bore relation to pain and pleasure: applied to the circumstances, it 
bears relation to the consequences. A circumstance may be said to be material, when it 
bears a visible relation in point of causality to the consequences: immaterial, when it bears 
no such visible relation. 

24. The consequences of an act are events.” A circumstance may be related to an event 
in point of causality in any one of four ways: 1. In the way of causation or production. 2. 
In the way of derivation. 3. In the way of collateral connexion. 4. In the way of conjunct 
influence. It may be said to be related to the event in the way of causation, when it is of 
the number of those that contribute to the production of such event: in the way of de- 
rivation, when it is of the number of the events to the production of which that in ques- 
tion has been contributory: in the way of collateral connexion, where the circumstance in 
question, and the event in question, without being either of them instrumental in the pro- 
duction of the other, are related, each of them, to some common object, which has been 
concerned in the production of them both: in the way of conjunct influence, when, whether 
related in any other way or not, they have both of them concurred in the production of 
some Common consequence. 

25. An example may be of use. In the year 1628, Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, 
favourite and minister of Charles I of England, received a wound and died. The man who 
gave it him was one Felton, who, exasperated at the maladministration of which that min- 
ister was accused, went down from London to Portsmouth, where Buckingham happened 
then to be, made his way into his ante-chamber, and finding him busily engaged in con- 
versation with a number of people round him, got close to him, drew a knife and stabbed 
him. In the effort, the assassin’s hat fell off, which was found soon after, and, upon search- 
ing him, the bloody knife. In the crown of the hat were found scraps of paper, with sen- 
tences expressive of the purpose he was come upon. Here then, suppose the event in ques- 
tion is the wound received by Buckingham: Felton’s drawing out his knife, his making his 
way into the chamber, his going down to Portsmouth, his conceiving an indignation at 
the idea of Buckingham’s administration, that administration itself, Charles’s appointing 
such a minister, and so on, higher and higher without end, are so many circumstances, re- 
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lated to the event of Buckingham’s receiving the wound, in the way of causation or pro- 
duction: the bloodiness of the knife, a circumstance related to the same event in the way 
of derivation: the finding of the hat upon the ground, the finding the sentences in the hat, 
and the writing them, so many circumstances related to it in the way of collateral con- 
nexion: and the situation and conversations of the people about Buckingham, were cir- 
cumstances related to the circumstances of Felton’s making his way into the room, going 
down to Portsmouth, and so forth, in the way of conjunct influence; inasmuch as they con- 
tributed in common to the event of Buckingham’s receiving the wound, by preventing 
him from putting himself upon his guard upon the first appearance of the intruder.”* 

26. These several relations do not all of them attach upon an event with equal certainty. 
In the first place, it is plain, indeed, that every event must have some circumstance or 
other, and in truth, an indefinite multitude of circumstances, related to it in the way of 
production: it must of course have a still greater multitude of circumstances related to it 
in the way of collateral connexion. But it does not appear necessary that every event should 
have circumstances related to it in the way of derivation: nor therefore that it should have 
any related to it in the way of conjunct influence. But of the circumstances of all kinds 
which actually do attach upon an event, it is only a very small number that can be dis- 
covered by the utmost exertion of the human faculties: it is a still smaller number that 
ever actually do attract our notice: when occasion happens, more or fewer of them will be 
discovered by a man in proportion to the strength, partly of his intellectual powers, partly 
of his inclination.” It appears therefore that the multitude and description of such of the 
circumstances belonging to an act, as may appear to be material, will be determined by 
two considerations: 1. By the nature of things themselves. 2. By the strength or weakness 
of the faculties of those who happen to consider them. 

27. Thus much it seemed necessary to premise in general concerning acts, and their 
circumstances, previously to the consideration of the particular sorts of acts with their par- 
ticular circumstances, with which we shall have to do in the body of the work. An act of 
some sort or other is necessarily included in the notion of every offence. Together with this 
act, under the notion of the same offence, are included certain circumstances: which cir- 
cumstances enter into the essence of the offence, contribute by their conjunct influence to 
the production of its consequences, and in conjunction with the act are brought into view 
by the name by which it stands distinguished. These we shall have occasion to distinguish 
hereafter by the name of criminative circumstances. Other circumstances again entering 
into combination with the act and the former set of circumstances, are productive of still 
farther consequences. These additional consequences, if they are of the beneficial kind, be- 
stow, according to the value they bear in that capacity, upon the circumstances to which 
they owe their birth, the appellation of excw/pative or extenuative circumstances: if of the 
mischievous kind, they bestow on them the appellation of aggravative circumstances. Of 
all these different sets of circumstances, the criminative are connected with the conse- 
quences of the original offence, in the way of production; with the act, and with one an- 
other in the way of conjunct influence: the consequences of the original offence with them, 
and with the act respectively, in the way of derivation: the consequences of the modified 
offence, with the criminative, exculpative, and extenuative circumstances respectively, in 
the way also of derivation: these different sets of circumstances, with the consequences of 
the modified act or offence, in the way of production: and with one another (in respect of 
the consequences of the modified act or offence) in the way of conjunct influence. Lastly, 
whatever circumstances can be seen to be connected with the consequences of the offence, 
whether directly in the way of derivation, or obliquely in the way of collateral affinity (to 
wit, in virtue of its being connected, in the way of derivation, with some of the circum- 
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stances with which they stand connected in the same manner) bear a material relation to 
the offence in the way of evidence, they may accordingly by styled evidentiary circum- 
stances, and may become of use, by being held forth upon occasion as so many proofs, in- 
dications, or evidences of its having been committed.” 


CHAPTER VIII 


Of Intentionality 


1. So much with regard to the two first of the articles upon which the evil tendency of an 
action may depend: viz. the act itself, and the general assemblage of the circumstances 
with which it may have been accompanied. We come now to consider the ways in which 
the particular circumstance of intention may be concerned in it. 

2. First, then, the intention or will may regard either of two objects: 1. The act itself: 
or, 2. Its consequences. Of these objects, that which the intention regards may be styled 
intentional. If it regards the act, then the act may be said to be intentional:*! if the conse- 
quences, so also then may the consequences. If it regards both the act and consequences, 
the whole action may be said to be intentional. Whichever of those articles is not the ob- 
ject of the intention, may of course be said to be unintentional. 

3. The act may very easily be intentional without the consequences; and often is so. 
Thus, you may intend to touch a man, without intending to hurt him: and yet, as the con- 
sequences turn out, you may chance to hurt him. 

4. The consequences of an act may also be intentional, without the act’s being inten- 
tional throughout; that is, without its being intentional in every stage of it: but this is not 
so frequent a case as the former. You intend to hurt a man, suppose, by running against 
him, and pushing him down: and you run towards him accordingly: but a second man 
coming in on a sudden between you and the first man, before you can stop yourself, you 
run against the second man, and by him push down the first. 

5. But the consequences of an act cannot be intentional, without the act’s being itself 
intentional in at least the first stage. If the act be not intentional in the first stage, it is no 
act of yours: there is accordingly no intention on your part to produce the consequences: 
that is to say, the individual consequences. All there can have been on your part is a dis- 
tant intention to produce other consequences, of the same nature, by some act of yours, at 
a future time: or else, without any intention, a bare wish to see such event take place. The 
second man, suppose, runs of his own accord against the first, and pushes him down. You 
had intentions of doing a thing of the same nature: viz. To run against him, and push him 
down yourself; but you had done nothing in pursuance of those intentions: the individual 
consequences therefore of the act, which the second man performed in pushing down the 
first, cannot be said to have been on your part intentional.” 

6. Second. A consequence, when it is intentional, may either be directly so, or only 
obliquely. It may be said to be directly or lineally intentional, when the prospect of pro- 
ducing it constituted one of the links in the chain of causes by which the person was de- 
termined to do the act. It may be said to be obliquely or collaterally intentional, when, al- 
though the consequence was in contemplation, and appeared likely to ensue in case of the 
act’s being performed, yet the prospect of producing such consequence did not constitute 
a link in the aforesaid chain. 

7. Third. An incident, which is directly intentional, may either be w/timately so, or only 
mediately. It may be said to be ultimately intentional, when it stands last of all exterior 
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events in the aforesaid chain of motives; insomuch that the prospect of the production of 
such incident, could there be a certainty of its taking place, would be sufficient to deter- 
mine the will, without the prospect of its producing any other. It may be said to be me- 
diately intentional, and no more, when there is some other incident, the prospect of pro- 
ducing which forms a subsequent link in the same chain: insomuch that the prospect of 
producing the former would not have operated as a motive, but for the tendency which it 
seemed to have towards the production of the latter. 

8. Fourth. When an incident is directly intentional, it may either be exclusively so, or 
inexclusively. It may be said to be exclusively intentional, when no other but that very in- 
dividual incident would have answered the purpose, insomuch that no other incident had 
any share in determining the will to the act in question. It may be said to have been ex- 
clusively® intentional, when there was some other incident, the prospect of which was act- 
ing upon the will at the same time. 

9. Fifth. When an incident is inexclusively intentional, it may be either conjunctively 
so, disjunctively, or indiscriminately. It may be said to be conjunctively intentional with re- 
gard to such other incident, when the intention is to produce both: disjunctively, when 
the intention is to produce either the one or the other indifferently, but not both: indis- 
criminately, when the intention is indifferently to produce either the one or the other, or 
both, as it may happen. 

10. Sixth. When two incidents are disjunctively intentional, they may be so with or 
without preference. They may be said to be so with preference, when the intention is, that 
one of them in particular should happen rather than the other: without preference, when 
the intention is equally fulfilled, whichever of them happens.*4 

11. One example will make all this clear. William II king of England, being out a stag- 
hunting, received from Sir Walter Tyrrel a wound, of which he died.” Let us take this case, 
and diversify it with a variety of suppositions, correspondent to the distinctions just laid 
down. 


1. First then, Tyrrel did not so much as entertain a thought of the king’s death; or, if he did, 
looked upon it as an event of which there was no danger. In either of these cases the incident 
of his killing the king was altogether unintentional. 


2. He saw a stag running that way, and he saw the king riding that way at the same time: what 
he aimed at was to kill the stag: he did not wish to kill the king: at the same time he saw, 
that if he shot, it was as likely he should kill the king as the stag: yet for all that he shot, and 
killed the king accordingly. In this case the incident of his killing the king was intentional, 
but obliquely so. 


3. He killed the king on account of the hatred he bore him, and for no other reason than the 
pleasure of destroying him. In this case the incident of the king’s death was not only directly 
but ultimately intentional. 


4. He killed the king, intending fully so to do: not for any hatred he bore him, but for the sake 
of plundering him when dead. In this case the incident of the king’s death was directly in- 
tentional, but not ultimately: it was mediately intentional. 


5. He intended neither more nor less than to kill the king. He had no other aim nor wish. In 
this case it was exclusively as well as directly intentional: exclusively, to wit, with regard to 
every other material incident. 

6. Sir Walter shot the king in che right leg, as he was plucking a thorn out of it with his left 
hand. His intention was, by shooting the arrow into his leg through his hand, to cripple him 
in both those limbs at the same time. In this case the incident of the king’s being shot in the 


AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS AND LEGISLATION oY 


leg was intentional: and that conjunctively with another which did not happen; viz. his being 
shot in the hand. 


7. The intention of Tyrrel was to shoot the king either in the hand or in the leg, but not in both; 
and rather in the hand than in the leg. In this case the intention of shooting in the hand was 
disjunctively concurrent, with regard to the other incident, and that with preference. 


8. His intention was to shoot the king either in the leg or the hand, whichever might happen; 
but not in both. In this case the intention was inexclusive, but disjunctively so: yet that, how- 
ever, without preference. 


9. His intention was to shoot the king either in the leg or the hand, or in both, as it might hap- 
pen. In this case the intention was indiscriminately concurrent, with respect to the two 
incidents. 


12. It is to be observed, that an act may be unintentional in any stage or stages of it, 
though intentional in the preceding: and, on the other hand, it may be intentional in any 
stage or stages of it, and yet unintentional in the succeeding.” But whether it be inten- 
tional or no in any preceding stage, is immaterial, with respect to the consequences, so it 
be unintentional in the last. The only point, with respect to which it is material, is the 
proof. The more stages the act is unintentional in, the more apparent it will commonly 
be, that it was unintentional with respect to the last. If a man, intending to strike you on 
the cheek, strikes you in the eye, and puts it out, ic will probably be difficult for him to 
prove that it was not his intention to strike you in the eye. It will probably be easier, if 
his intention was really not to strike you, or even not to strike at all. 

13. It is frequent to hear men speak of a good intention, of a bad intention; of the 
goodness and badness of a man’s intention: a circumstance on which great stress is gen- 
erally laid. It is indeed of no small importance, when properly understood: but the im- 
port of it is to the last degree ambiguous and obscure. Strictly speaking, nothing can be 
said to be good or bad, but either in itself; which is the case only with pain or pleasure: 
or on account of its effects; which is the case only with things that are the causes or pre- 
ventives of pain and pleasure. But in a figurative and less proper way of speech, a thing 
may also be styled good or bad, in consideration of its cause. Now the effects of an in- 
tention to do such or such an act, are the same objects which we have been speaking of 
under the appellation of its consequences: and the causes of intention are called motives. A 
man’s intention then on any occasion may be styled good or bad, with reference either 
to the consequences of the act, or with reference to his motives. If it be deemed good or 
bad in any sense, it must be either because it is deemed to be productive of good or of 
bad consequences, or because it is deemed to originate from a good or from a bad mo- 
tive. But the goodness or badness of the consequences depend upon the circumstances. 
Now the circumstances are no objects of the intention. A man intends the act: and by 
his intention produces the act: but as to the circumstances, he does not intend them: he 
does not, inasmuch as they are circumstances of it, produce them. If by accident there 
be a few which he has been instrumental in producing, it has been by former intentions, 
directed to former acts, productive of those circumstances as the consequences: at the 
time in question he takes them as he finds them. Acts, with their consequences, are ob- 
jects of the will as well as of the understanding: circumstances, as such, are objects of 
the understanding only. All he can do with these, as such, is to know or not to know 
them: in other words, to be conscious of them, or not conscious. To the title of Con- 
sciousness belongs what is to be said of the goodness or badness of a man’s intention, as 
resulting from the consequences of the act: and to the head of Motives, what is to be 
said of his intention, as resulting from the motive. 
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Notes 


1. To this denomination has of late been added, or substituted, the greatest happiness or greatest fe- 
licity principle: this for shortness, instead of saying at length that principle which states the 
greatest happiness of all those whose interest is in question, as being the right and proper, and 
only right and proper and universally desirable, end of human action: of human action in every 
situation, and in particular in that of a functionary or set of functionaries exercising the pow- 
ers of Government. The word wtz/zty does not so clearly point to the ideas of pleasure and pain 
as the words happiness and felicity do: nor does it lead us to the consideration of the number, of 
the interests affected; to the number, as being the circumstance, which contributes, in the largest 
proportion, to the formation of the standard here in question; the standard of right and wrong, 
by which alone the propriety of human conduct, in every situation, can with propriety be tried. 
This want of a sufficiently manifest connexion between the ideas of happiness and pleasure on the 
one hand, and the idea of wti/zty on the other, I have every now and then found operating, and 
with but too much efficiency, as a bar to the acceptance, that might otherwise have been given, 
to this principle. 

2. (Principle) The word principle is derived from the Latin principium; which seems to be com- 
pounded of the two words primus, first, or chief, and cipium, a termination which seems to be 
derived from capio, to take, as in manicipium, municipium; to which are analogous auceps, forceps, 
and others. It is a term of very vague and very extensive signification: it is applied to any thing 
which is conceived to serve as a foundation or beginning to any series of operations: in some 
cases, of physical operations; but of mental operations in the present case. 

The principle here in question may be taken for an act of the mind; a sentiment; a senti- 
ment of approbation; a sentiment which, when applied to an action, approves of its utility, as 
that quality of it by which the measure of approbation or disapprobation bestowed upon it 
ought to be governed. 

3. (Interest, &c.) Interest is one of those words, which not having any superior genus, cannot in the 
ordinary way be defined. 

4. ‘The principle of utility, (I have heard it said) is a dangerous principle: it is dangerous on cer- 
tain occasions to consult it.’ This is as much as to say, what? that it is not consonant to utility, 
to consult utility: in short, that it is zoż consulting it, to consult it. 

5. (Asceticism) Ascetic is a term that has been sometimes applied to Monks. It comes from a 
Greek word which signifies exercise. The practices by which Monks sought to distinguish them- 
selves from other men were called their Exercises. These exercises consisted in so many con- 
trivances they had for tormenting themselves. By this they thought to ingratiate themselves 
with the Deity. For the Deity, said they, is a Being of infinite benevolence: now a Being of the 
most ordinary benevolence is pleased to see others make themselves as happy as they can: there- 
fore to make ourselves as unhappy as we can is the way to please the Diety. If any body asked 
them, what motive they could find for doing all this? Oh! said they, you are not to imagine 
that we are punishing ourselves for nothing: we know very well what we are about. You are to 
know, that for every grain of pain it costs us now, we are to have a hundred grains of pleasure 
by and by. The case is, that God loves to see us torment ourselves at present: indeed he has as 
good as told us so. But this is done only to try us, in order just to see how we should behave: 
which it is plain he could not know, without making the experiment. Now then, from the sat- 
isfaction it gives him to see us make ourselves as unhappy as we can make ourselves in this pre- 
sent life, we have a sure proof of the satisfaction it will give him to see us as happy as he can 
make us in a life to come. 

6. It ought rather to have been styled, more extensively, the principle of caprice. Where it applies 
to the choice of actions to be marked out for injunction or prohibition, for reward or punish- 
ment, (to stand, in a word, as subjects for obligations to be imposed), it may indeed with pro- 
priety be termed, as in the text, the principle of sympathy and antipathy. But this appellative 
does not so well apply to it, when occupied in the choice of the events which are to serve as 
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sources of title with respect to rights: where the actions prohibited and allowed the obligations 
and rights, being already fixed, the only question is, under what circumstances a man is to be 
invested with the one or subjected to the other? from what incidents occasion is to be taken to 
invest a man, or to refuse to invest him, with the one, or to subject him to the other? In this 
latter case it may more appositely be characterized by the name of the phantastic principle. Sym- 
pathy and antipathy are affections of the sensżble faculty. But the choice of żitles with respect to 
rights, especially with respect to proprietary rights, upon grounds unconnected with utility, has 
been in many instances the work, not of the affections but of the imagination. 

When, in justification of an article of English Common Law, calling uncles to succeed in 
certain cases in preference to fathers, Lord Coke produced a sort of ponderosity he had discov- 
ered in rights, disqualifying them from ascending ina straight line, it was not that he /oved un- 
cles particularly, or hated fathers, but because the analogy, such as it was, was what his imagi- 
nation presented him with, instead of a reason, and because, to a judgment unobservant of the 
standard of utility, or unacquainted with the art of consulting it, where affection is out of the 
way, imagination is the only guide. 

When I know not what ingenious grammarian invented the proposition Delegatus non potest 
delegare, to serve as a rule of law, it was not surely that he had any antipathy to delegates of the 
second order, or that it was any pleasure to him to think of the ruin which, for want of a man- 
ager at home, may befal the affairs of a traveller, whom an unforeseen accident has deprived of 
the object of his choice: it was, that the incongruity, of giving the same law to objects so con- 
trasted as active and passive are, was not to be surmounted, and that -atus chimes, as well as it 
contrasts, with -are. 

When that inexorable maxim (of which the dominion is no more to be defined, than the 
date of its birth, or the name of its father, is to be found) was imported from England for the 
government of Bengal, and the whole fabric of judicature was crushed by the thunders of ex post 
facto justice, it was not surely that the prospect of a blameless magistracy perishing in prison 
afforded any enjoyment to the unoffended authors of their misery; but that the music of the 
maxim, absorbing the whole imagination, had drowned the cries of humanity along with the 
dictates of common sense. Fiat Justitia, ruat celum, says another maxim, as full of extravagance 
as it is of harmony: Go heaven to wreck—so justice be but done:—and what is the ruin of king- 
doms, in comparison of the wreck of heaven? 

7. King James the First of England had conceived a violent antipathy against Arians: two of whom 
he burnt. This gratification he procured himself without much difficulty: the notions of the 
times were favourable to it. He wrote a furious book against Vorstius, for being what was called 
an Arminian: for Vorstius was at a distance. He also wrote a furious book, called ‘A Coun- 
terblast to Tobacco’, against the use of that drug, which Sir. Walter Raleigh had then lately in- 
troduced. Had the notions of the times co-operated with him, he would have burnt the An- 
abaptist and the smoker of tobacco in the same fire. However he had the satisfaction of putting 
Raleigh to death afterwards, though for another crime. 

Disputes concerning the comparative excellence of French and Italian music have occasioned 
very serious bickerings at Paris. One of the parties would not have been sorry (says Mr D’Alem- 
bert) to have brought government into the quarrel. Pretences were sought after and urged. Long 
before that, a dispute of like nature, and of at least equal warmth, had been kindled at London 
upon the comparative merits of two composers at London: where riots between the approvers 
and disapprovers of a new play are, at this day, not unfrequent. The ground of quarrel between 
the Big-endians and the Little-endians in the fable, was not more frivolous than many an one 
which has laid empires desolate. In Russia, it is said, there was a time when some thousands of 
persons lost their lives in a quarrel, in which the government had taken part, about the num- 
ber of fingers to be used in making the sign of the cross. This was in days of yore: the minis- 
ters of Catherine II are better żnstructed than to take any other part in such disputes, than that 
of preventing the parties concerned from doing one another a mischief. 

8. See Ch. XVI (Division) par. 42, 44. 

9. The principle of theology refers every thing to God’s pleasure. But what is God’s pleasure? God 
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does not, he confessedly does not now, either speak or write to us. How then are we to know, 
what is his pleasure? By observing what is our own pleasure, and pronouncing it to be his. Ac- 
cordingly, what is called the pleasure of God, is and must necessarily be (revelation apart) nei- 
ther more nor less than the good pleasure of the person, whoever he be, who is pronouncing 
what he believes, or pretends, to be God’s pleasure. How know you it to be God’s pleasure that 
such or such an act should be abstained from? whence come you even to suppose as much? ‘Be- 
cause the engaging in it would, I imagine, be prejudicial upon the whole to the happiness of 
mankind’; says the partisan of the principle of utility: ‘Because the commission of it is attended 
with a gross and sensual, or at least with a trifling and transient satisfaction’; says the partisan 
of the principle of asceticism: ‘Because I detest the thoughts of it; and I cannot, neither ought 
I to be called upon to tell why’; says he who proceeds upon the principle of antipathy. In the 
words of one or other of these must that person necessarily answer (revelation apart) who pro- 
fesses to take for his standard the will of God. 

10. Sanctio, in Latin, was used to signify the act of binding, and, by a common grammatical transi- 
tion, any thing which serves to bind a man: to wit, to the observance of such or such a mode of 
conduct. According to a Latin grammarian, the import of the word is derived by rather a far- 
fetched process (such as those commonly are, and in a great measure indeed must be, by which 
intellectual ideas are derived from sensible ones) from the word sanguis, blood: because, among 
the Romans, with a view to inculcate into the people a persuasion that such or such a mode of 
conduct would be rendered obligatory upon a man by the force of what I call the religious sanc- 
tion (that is, that he would be made to suffer by the extraordinary interposition of some supe- 
rior being, if he failed to observe the mode of conduct in question) certain ceremonies were con- 
trived by the priests: in the course of which ceremonies the blood of victims was made use of. 

A sanction then is a source of obligatory powers or motives: that is, of pains and pleasures; 
which, according as they are connected with such or such modes of conduct, operate, and are 
indeed the only things which can operate, as motives. See Ch. X (Motives). 

11. (Moral Sanction). Better termed popular, as more directly indicative of its constituent cause; as 
likewise of its relation to the more common phrase public opinion, in French opinion publique, the 
name there given to that tutelary power, of which of late so much is said, and by which so much 
is done. The latter appellation is however unhappy and inexpressive; since if opinion is mate- 
rial, ic is only in virtue of the influence it exercises over action, through the medium of the af- 
fections and the will. 

12. A suffering conceived to befall a man by the immediate act of God, as above, is often, for short- 
ness sake, called a judgment: instead of saying, a suffering inflicted on him in consequence of a 
special judgment formed, and resolution thereupon taken, by the Deity. 

13. See Ch. XIII (Cases unmeet) par. 2. Note. 

14. These circumstances have since been denominated elements or dimensions of value in a pleasure or 
a pain. 

Not long after the publication of the first edition, the following memoriter verses were 
framed, in the view of lodging more effectually, in the memory, these points, on which the 
whole fabric of morals and legislation may be seen to rest. 


Intense, long, certain, speedy, fruitful, pure— 
Such marks in pleasures and in pains endure. 
Such pleasures seek, if private be thy end: 

If it be public, wide let them extend. 

Such pains avoid, whichever be thy view: 

If pains must come, let them extend to few. 


15. Or of importance. 

16. In certain cases the consequences of an act may be material by serving as evidences indicating 
the existence of some other material fact, which is even antecedent to the act of which they are 
the consequences: but even here, they are material only because, in virtue of such their eviden- 
tiary quality, they have an influence, at a subsequent period of time, in the production of pain 
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and pleasure: for example, by serving as grounds for conviction, and thence for punishment. 
See tit. (Simple Falsehoods) verbo (material). 

See B. I. tit. (Exemptions) and tit. (Extenuations). 

The distinction between positive and negative acts runs through the whole system of offences, 
and sometimes makes a material difference with regard to their consequences. To reconcile us 
the better to the extensive, and, as it may appear on some occasions, the inconsistent significa- 
tion here given to the word act, it may be considered, 1. That in many cases, where no exterior 
or overt act is exercised, the state which the mind is in at the time when the supposed act is 
said to happen, is as truly and directly the result of the will, as any exterior act, how plain and 
conspicuous soever. The not revealing a conspiracy, for instance, may be as perfectly the act of 
the will, as the joining in it. In the next place, that even though the mind should never have 
had the incident in question in contemplation (insomuch that the event of its not happening 
should not have been so much as obliquely intentional) still the state the person’s mind was in 
at the time when, if he bad so willed, the incident might have happened, is in many cases pro- 
ductive of as material consequences, and not only as likely, but as fit to call for the interposi- 
tion of other agents, as the opposite one. Thus, when a tax is imposed, your not paying it is an 
act which at any rate must be punished in a certain manner, whether you happened to think of 
paying it or not. 

(Exterior.) An exterior act is also called by lawyers overt. 

The distinction is well known to the latter grammarians: it is with them indeed that it took 
its rise: though by them it has been applied rather to the names than to the things themselves. 
To verbs, signifying transitive acts, as here described, they have given the name of transitive 
verbs: those significative of intransitive acts they have termed intransitive. These last are still 
more frequently called neuter; that is, neither active nor passive. The appellation seems improper: 
since, instead of their being neither, they are both in one. 

To the class of acts that are here termed intransitive, belong those which constitute the 3d 
class in the system of offences. See Ch. (Division.) and B. I. tit. (Self-regarding Offences). 

Or zn its migration, or in transitu. 

These distinctions will be referred to in the next chapter: Ch. VIII (Intentionality): and applied 
to practice in B. I. tit. (Extenuations). 

(Habit). A habit, it should seem, can hardly in strictness be termed an aggregate of acts: acts 
being a sort of real archetypal entities, and habits a kind of fictitious entities or imaginary be- 
ings, supposed to be constituted by, or to result as it were out of, the former. 

Distinctions like these come frequently in question in the course of Procedure. 

Or entities. See B. II. tit. (Evidence). § (Facts). 

The etymology of the word circumstance is perfectly characteristic of its import: circum stantia, 
things standing round: objects standing round a given object. I forget what mathematician it 
was that defined God to be a circle, of which the centre is every where, but the circumference 
no where. In like manner the field of circumstances, belonging to any act, may be defined a cir- 
cle, of which the circumference is no where, but of which the act in question is the centre. Now 
then, as any act may, for the purpose of discourse, be considered as a centre, any other act or 
object whatsoever may be considered as of the number of those that are standing round it. 
See BM tit (Evidence). § (Facts). 

The division may be farther illustrated and confirmed by the more simple and particular case 
of animal generation. To production corresponds paternity: to derivation, filiation: to collateral 
connexion, collateral consanguinity: to conjunct influence, marriage and copulation. 

If necessary, it might be again illustrated by the material image of a chain, such as that 
which, according to the ingenious fiction of the ancients, is attached to the throne of Jupiter. 
A section of this chain should then be exhibited by way of specimen, in the manner of the dta- 
gram of a pedigree. Such a figure I should accordingly have exhibited, had it not been for the 
apprehension that an exhibition of this sort, while it made the subject a small matter clearer 
to one man out of a hundred, might, like the mathematical formularies we see sometimes em- 
ployed for the like purpose, make it more obscure and formidable for the other ninety-nine. 
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29. The more remote a connexion of this sort is, of course the more obscure. It will often happen 
that a connexion, the idea of which would at first sight appear extravagant and absurd, shall be 
rendered highly probable, and indeed indisputable, merely by the suggestion of a few inter- 
mediate circumstances. 

At Rome, 390 years before the Christian era, a goose sets up a cackling: two thousand years 
afterwards a king of France is murdered. To consider these two events, and nothing more, what 
can appear more extravagant than the notion that the former of them should have had any in- 
fluence on the production of the latter? Fill up the gap, bring to mind a few intermediate cir- 
cumstances, and nothing can appear more probable. It was the cackling of a parcel of geese, at 
the time the Gauls had surprised the Capitol, that saved the Roman commonwealth: had it not 
been for the ascendancy that commonwealth acquired afterwards over most of the nations of 
Europe, amongst others over France, the Christian religion, humanly speaking, could not have 
established itself in the manner it did in that country. Grant then, that such a man as Henry 
IV would have existed, no man, however, would have had those motives, by which Ravaillae, 
misled by a mischievous notion concerning the dictates of that religion, was prompted to as- 
sassinate him. 

30. It is evident that this analysis is equally applicable to incidents of a purely physical nature, as 
to those in which moral agency is concerned. If therefore it be just and useful here, it might be 
found not impossible, perhaps, to find some use for it in natural philosophy. 

31. On this occasion the words voluntary and involuntary are commonly employed. These, however, 
I purposely abstain from, on account of the extreme ambiguity of their signification. By a vol- 
untary act is meant sometimes, any act, in the performance of which the will has had any con- 
cern at all; in this sense it is synonymous to éntentional: sometimes such acts only, in the pro- 
duction of which the will has been determined by motives not of a painful nature; in this sense 
it is synonymous to unconstrained, or wncoerced: sometimes such acts only, in the production of 
which the will has been determined by motives, which, whether of the pleasurable or painful 
kind, occurred to a man himself, without being suggested by any body else; in this sense it is 
synonymous to spontaneous. The sense of the word involuntary does not correspond completely 
to that of the word voluntary. Involuntary is used in opposition to intentional; and to uncon- 
strained: but not to spontaneous. It might be of use to confine the signification of the words 
voluntary and involuntary to one single and very narrow case, which will be mentioned in the 
next note. 

32. To render the analysis here given of the possible states of the mind in point of intentionality 
absolutely complete, it must be pushed to such a farther degree of minuteness, as to some eyes 
will be apt to appear trifling. On this account it seemed advisable to discard what follows, from 
the text to a place where any one who thinks proper may pass by it. An act of the body, when 
of the positive kind, is a motion: now in motion there are always three articles to be consid- 
ered: 1. The quantity of matter that moves: 2. The direction in which it moves: and, 3. The 
velocity with which it moves. Correspondent to these three articles, are so many modes of in- 
tentionality, with regard to an act, considered as being only in its first stage. To be completely 
unintentional, it must be intentional with respect to every one of these three particulars. This 
is the case with those acts which alone are properly termed involuntary: acts, in the performance 
of which the will has no sort of share: such as the contraction of the heart and arteries. 

Upon this principle, acts that are unintentional in their first stage, may be distinguished 
into such as are completely unintentional, and such as are incompletely unintentional: and 
these again may be unintentional, either in point of quantity of matter alone, in point of di- 
rection alone, in point of velocity alone, or in any two of these points together. 

The example given further on may easily be extended to this part of the analysis, by any one 
who thinks it worth the while. 

There seem to be occasions in which even these disquisitions, minute as they may appear, 
may not be without their use in practice. In the case of homicide, for example, and other cor- 
poral injuries, all the distinctions here specified may occur, and in the course of trial may, for 
some purpose or other, require to be brought to mind, and made the subject of discourse. What 
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may contribute to render the mention of them pardonable, is the use that might possibly be 
made of them in natural philosophy. In the hands of an expert metaphysician, these, together 
with the foregoing chapter on human actions, and the section on facts in general, in title Evi- 
dence of the Book of Procedure, might, perhaps, be made to contribute something towards an 
exhaustive analysis of the possible varieties of mechanical inventions. 

33. Or concurrently. 

34. There is a difference between the case where an incident is altogether unintentional, and that 
in which, it being disjunctively intentional with reference to another, the preference is in favour 
of that other. In the first case, it is not the intention of the party that the incident in question 
should happen at all: in the latter case, the intention is rather that the other should happen: 
but if that cannot be, then that this in question should happen rather than that neither should, 
and that both, at any rate, should not happen. 

All these are distinctions to be attended to in the use of the particle or: a particle of very 
ambiguous import, and of great importance in legislation. See Append. tit. (Composition). 

Dp Humes Hist. 

36. See Ch. VH (Actions) par. 14. 
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12. JOHN STUART MILL 


John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), the leading British philosopher of the nineteenth century, de- 
fended utilitarianism against critics. He stressed that pleasures differ qualitatively, that proper 
education contributes to our appreciation of the higher goods, and that rights play a crucial 
role in utilitarian morality. 


Utilitarianism 


CHAPTER I 


General Remarks 


There are few circumstances among those which make up the present condition of human 
knowledge more unlike what might have been expected, or more significant of the back- 
ward state in which speculation on the most important subjects still lingers, than the lit- 
tle progress which has been made in the decision of the controversy respecting the crite- 
rion of right and wrong. From the dawn of philosophy, the question concerning the 
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summum bonum, or, what is the same thing, concerning the foundation of morality, has been 
accounted the main problem in speculative thought, has occupied the most gifted intel- 
lects and divided them into sects and schools carrying on a vigorous warfare against one 
another. And after more than two thousand years the same discussions continue, philoso- 
phers are still ranged under the same contending banners, and neither thinkers nor 
mankind at large seem nearer to being unanimous on the subject than when the youth 
Socrates listened to the old Protagoras and asserted (if Plato’s dialogue be grounded on a 
real conversation) the theory of utilitarianism against the popular morality of the so-called 
sophist. 

It is true that similar confusion and uncertainty and, in some cases, similar discordance 
exist respecting the first principles of all the sciences, not excepting that which is deemed 
the most certain of them—mathematics, without much impairing, generally indeed with- 
out impairing at all, the trustworthiness of the conclusions of those sciences. An apparent 
anomaly, the explanation of which is that the detailed doctrines of a science are not usu- 
ally deduced from, nor depend for their evidence upon, what are called its first principles. 
Were it not so, there would be no science more precarious, or whose conclusions were more 
insufficiently made out, than algebra, which derives none of its certainty from what are 
commonly taught to learners as its elements, since these, as laid down by some of its most 
eminent teachers, are as full of fictions as English law, and of mysteries as theology. The 
truths which are ultimately accepted as the first principles of a science are really the last 
results of metaphysical analysis practiced on the elementary notions with which the sci- 
ence is conversant; and their relation to the science is not that of foundations to an edifice, 
but of roots to a tree, which may perform their office equally well though they be never 
dug down to and exposed to light. But though in science the particular truths precede the 
general theory, the contrary might be expected to be the case with a practical art, such as 
morals or legislation. All action is for the sake of some end, and rules of action, it seems 
natural to suppose, must take their whole character and color from the end to which they 
are subservient. When we engage in pursuit, a clear and precise conception of what we are 
pursuing would seem to be the first thing we need, instead of the last we are to look for- 
ward to. A test of right and wrong must be the means, one would think, of ascertaining 
what is right or wrong, and not a consequence of having already ascertained it. 

The difficulty is not avoided by having recourse to the popular theory of a natural fac- 
ulty, a sense of instinct, informing us of right and wrong. For—besides that the existence 
of such a moral instinct is itself one of the matters in dispute—those believers in it who 
have any pretensions to philosophy have been obliged to abandon the idea that it discerns 
what is right or wrong in the particular case in hand, as our other senses discern the sight 
or sound actually present. Our moral faculty, according to all those of its interpreters who 
are entitled to the name of thinkers, supplies us only with the general principles of moral 
judgments; it is a branch of our reason, not of our sensitive faculty, and must be looked to 
for the abstract doctrines of morality, not for perception of it in the concrete. The intu- 
itive, no less than what may be termed the inductive, school of ethics insists on the ne- 
cessity of general laws. They both agree that the morality of an individual action is not a 
question of direct perception, but of the application of a law to an individual case. They 
recognize also, to a great extent, the same moral laws, but differ as to their evidence and 
the source from which they derive their authority. According to the one opinion, the prin- 
ciples of morals are evident æ priori, requiring nothing to command assent except that the 
meaning of the terms be understood. According to the other doctrine, right and wrong, 
as well as truth and falsehood, are questions of observation and experience. But both hold 
equally that morality must be deduced from principles; and the intuitive school affirm as 
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strongly as the inductive that there is a science of morals. Yet they seldom attempt to make 
out a list of the a priori principles which are to serve as the premises of the science; still 
more rarely do they make any effort to reduce those various principles to one first princi- 
ple or common ground of obligation. They either assume the ordinary precepts of morals 
as of a priori authority, or they lay down as the common groundwork of those maxims some 
generality much less obviously authoritative than the maxims themselves, and which has 
never succeeded in gaining popular acceptance. Yet to support their pretensions there 
ought either to be some one fundamental principle or law at the root of all morality, or, if 
there be several, there should be a determinate order of precedence among them; and the 
one principle, or the rule for deciding between the various principles when they conflict, 
ought to be self-evident. 

To inquire how far the bad effects of this deficiency have been mitigated in practice, or 
to what extent the moral beliefs of mankind have been vitiated or made uncertain by the 
absence of an distinct recognition of an ultimate standard, would imply a complete sur- 
vey and criticism of past and present ethical doctrine. It would, however, be easy to show 
that whatever steadiness or consistency these moral beliefs have attained has been mainly 
due to the tacit influence of a standard not recognized. Although the nonexistence of an 
acknowledged first principle has made ethics not so much a guide as a consecration of 
men’s actual sentiments, still, as men’s sentiments, both of favor and of aversion, are 
greatly influenced by what they suppose to be the effects of things upon their happiness, 
the principle of utility, or, as Bentham latterly called it, the greatest happiness principle, 
has had a large share in forming the moral doctrines even of those who most scornfully re- 
ject its authority. Nor is there any school of thought which refuses to admit that the in- 
fluence of actions on happiness is a most material and even predominant consideration in 
many of the details of morals, however unwilling to acknowledge it as the fundamental 
principle of morality and the source of moral obligation. I might go much further and say 
that to all those æ priori moralists who deem it necessary to argue at all, utilitarian argu- 
ments are indispensable. It is not my present purpose to criticize these thinkers; but I can- 
not help referring, for illustration, to a sie hae treatise by one of the most illustrious 


of them, the Metaphysics of Ethics by Kant. 
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t sequences of their universal ad doption would be such as 

On cles present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of the other theories, at- 
tempt to contribute something toward the understanding and appreciation of the “utili- 
tarian” or “happiness” theory, and toward such proof as it is susceptible of. It is evident 
that this cannot be proof in the ordinary and popular meaning of the term. Questions of 
ultimate ends are not amenable to direct proof. Whatever can be proved to be good must 
be so by being shown to be a means to something admitted to be good without proof. The 
medical art is proved to be good by its conducing to health; but how is it possible to prove 
that health is good? The art of music is good, for the reason, among others, that it pro- 
duces pleasure; but what proof is it possible to give that pleasure is good? If, then, it is as- 
serted that there is a comprehensive formula, including all things which are in themselves 
good, and that whatever else is good is not so as an end but as a means, the formula may 
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be accepted or rejected, but is not a subject of what is commonly understood by proof. We 
are not, however, to infer that its acceptance or rejection must depend on blind impulse 
or arbitrary choice. There is a larger meaning of the word “proof,” in which this question 
is as amenable to it as any other of the disputed questions of philosophy. The subject is 
within the cognizance of the rational faculty; and neither does that faculty deal with it 
solely in the way of intuition. Considerations may be presented capable of determining the 
intellect either to give or withhold its assent to the doctrine; and this is equivalent to 
proof. 

We shall examine presently of what nature are these considerations; in what manner 
they apply to the case, and what rational grounds, therefore, can be given for accepting or 
rejecting the utilitarian formula. But it is a preliminary condition of rational acceptance 
or rejection that the formula should be correctly understood. I believe that the very im- 
perfect notion ordinarily formed of its meaning is the chief obstacle which impedes its re- 
ception, and that, could it be cleared even from only the grosser misconceptions, the ques- 
tion would be greatly simplified and a large proportion of its difficulties removed. Before, 
therefore, I attempt to enter into the philosophical grounds which can be given for as- 
senting to the utilitarian standard, I shall offer some illustrations of the doctrine itself, 
with the view of showing more clearly what it is, distinguishing it from what it is not, 
and disposing of such of the practical objections to it as either originate in, or are closely 
connected with, mistaken interpretations of its meaning. Having thus prepared the 
ground, I shall afterwards endeavor to throw such light as I can call upon the question 
considered as one of philosophical theory. 


CHAPTER II 


What Utilitarianism Is 


A passing remark is all that needs to be given to the ignorant blunder of supposing that 
those who stand up for utility as the test of right and wrong use the term in that restricted 
and merely colloquial sense in which utility is opposed to pleasure. An apology is due to 
the philosophical opponents of utilitarianism for even the momentary appearance of con- 
founding them with anyone capable of so absurd a misconception; which is the more ex- 
traordinary, inasmuch as the contrary accusation, of referring everything to pleasure, and 
that, too, in its grossest form, is another of the common charges against utilitarianism: 
and, as has been pointedly remarked by an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often 
the very same persons, denounce the theory “as impracticably dry when the word ‘utility’ 
precedes the word ‘pleasure,’ and as too practicably voluptuous when the word ‘pleasure’ 
precedes the word ‘utility.’” Those who know anything about the matter are aware that 
every writer, from Epicurus to Bentham, who maintained the theory of utility meant by 
it, not something to be contradistinguished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together 
with exemption from pain; and instead of opposing the useful to the agreeable or the or- 
namental, have always declared that the useful means these, among other things. Yet the 
common herd, including the herd of writers, not only in newspapers and periodicals, but 
in books of weight and pretension, are perpetually falling into this shallow mistake. Hav- 
ing caught up the word “utilitarian,” while knowing nothing whatever about it but its 
sound, they habitually express by it the rejection or the neglect of pleasure in some of its 
forms: of beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. Nor is the term thus ignorantly misap- 
plied solely in disparagement, but occasionally in compliment, as though it implied su- 


UTILITARIANISM 347 


periority to frivolity and the mere pleasures of the moment. And this perverted use is the 
only one in which the word is popularly known, and the one from which the new genera- 
tion are acquiring their sole notion of its meaning. Those who introduced the word, but 
who had for many years discontinued it as a distinctive appellation, may well feel them- 
selves called upon to resume it if by doing so they can hope to contribute anything poata 
rescuing it from this utter degradation.’ 
~——1t>The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals “utility” or the “greatest happiness 
principle” holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness; 
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure 
and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain and the privation of of pleasure. To give a clear 
~ view of the moral standard set up by the theory, much more requires to y be said; in par- 
ticular, what things it includes in the ideas of pain and pleasure, and to what extent this is 
left an open question. But these supplementary explanations do not affect the theory of life 
on which this theory of morality is grounded—namely, that pleasure and freedom from 
pain are the only things desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as nu- 
merous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for pleasure inherent 
in themselves or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain. 

Now such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them in some of the most 
estimable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dislike. To suppose that life has (as they ex- 
press it) no higher end than pleasure—no better and nobler object of desire and pursuit— 
they designate as utterly mean and groveling, as a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom 
the followers of Epicurus were, at a very early period, contemptuously likened; and mod- 
ern holders of the doctrine are occasionally made the subject of equally polite comparisons 
by its German, French, and English assailants. 

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered that it is not they, but their 
accusers, who represent human nature in a degrading light, since the accusation supposes 
human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which swine are capable. If this 
supposition were true, the charge could not be gainsaid, but would then be no longer an 
imputation; for if the sources of pleasure were precisely the same to human beings and to 
swine, the rule of life which is good enough for the one would be good enough for the 
other. The comparison of the Epicurean life to that of beasts is felt as degrading, precisely 
because a beast’s pleasures do not satisfy a human being’s conceptions of happiness. Human 
beings have faculties more elevated than the animal appetites and, when once made con- 
scious of them, do not regard anything as happiness which does not include their gratifi- 
cation. I do not indeed, consider the Epicureans to have been by any means faultless in 
drawing out their scheme of consequences from the utilitarian principle. To do this in any 
sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well as Christian, elements require to be included. But 
there is no known Epicurean theory of life which does not assign to the pleasures of the 
intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments a much higher value 
as pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It must be admitted, however, that utili- 
tarian writers in general have placed the superiority of mental over bodily pleasures chiefly 
in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, etc., of the former—that is, in their cir- 
cumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic nature. And on all these points utili- 
tarians have fully proved their case; but they might have taken the other and, as it may be 
called, higher ground with entire consistency. It is quite compatible with the principle of 
utility to recognize the fact that some kinds of pleasures are more desirable and more valu- 
able than others. It would be absurd that, while in estimating all other things quality is 
considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasure should be supposed to depend 
on quantity alone. 
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~ IfI am asked what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes one plea- 

sure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in amount, 
there is but one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost 
all who have experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of 
moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, by 
those who are competently acquainted with both, placed so far above the other that they 
prefer it, even though knowing it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and 
would not resign it for any quantity of the other pleasure which their nature is capable of, 
we are justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality so far out- 
weighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of small account. 

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with and 
equally capable of appreciating and enjoying both do give a most marked preference to 
the manner of existence which employs their higher faculties. Few human creatures would 
consent to be changed into any of the lower animals for a promise of the fullest allowance 
of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no instructed 
person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and 
base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is bet- 
ter satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what they pos- 
sess more than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they have in 
common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so ex- 
treme that to escape from it they would exchange their lot for almost any other, however 
undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him 
happy, is capable probably of more acute suffering, and certainly accessible to it at more 
points, than one of an inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he can never really wish 
to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of existence. We may give what explanation 
we please of this unwillingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given in- 
discriminately to some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which 
mankind are capable; we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal independence, an 
appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most effective means for the inculcation of 
it; to the love of power or to the love of excitement, both of which do really enter into and 
contribute to it; but its most appropriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which all human 
beings possess in one form or other, and in some, though by no means in exact, propor- 
tion to their higher faculties, and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in 
whom it is strong that nothing which conflicts with it could be otherwise than momen- 
tarily an object of desire to them. Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a 
sacrifice of happiness—that the superior being, in anything like equal circumstances, is 
not happier than the inferior—confounds the two very different ideas of happiness and 
content. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low has the 
greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly endowed being will always feel 
that any happiness which he can look for, as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But he 
can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and they will not make him 
envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but only because he feels 
not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. It is better to be a human being dis- 
satisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if 
the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side 
of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides. 

It may be objected that many who are capable of the higher pleasures occasionally, 
under the influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But this is quite com- 
patible with a full appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of the higher. Men often, from 
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infirmity of character, make their election for the nearer good, though they know it to be 
the less valuable; and this no less when the choice is between two bodily pleasures than 
when it is between bodily and mental. They pursue sensual indulgences to the injury of 
health, though perfectly aware that health is the greater good. It may be further objected 
that many who begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything noble, as they advance in 
years, sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do not believe that those who undergo this 
very common change voluntarily choose the lower description of pleasures in preference 
to the higher. I believe that, before they devote themselves exclusively to the one, they 
have already become incapable of the other. Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most na- 
tures a very tender plant, easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want 
of sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupa- 
tions to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has 
thrown them, are not favorable to keeping that higher capacity in exercise. Men lose their 
high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes, because they have not time or op- 
portunity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not be- 
cause they deliberately prefer them, but because they are either the only ones to which 
they have access or the only ones which they are any longer capable of enjoying. It may be 
questioned whether anyone who has remained equally susceptible to both classes of plea- 
sures ever knowingly and calmly preferred the lower, though many, in all ages, have bro- 
ken down in an ineffectual attempt to combine both. 

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no appeal. 
On a question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which of two modes of 
existence is the most grateful to the feelings, apart from its moral attributes and from its 
consequences, the judgment of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they 
differ, that of the majority among them, must be admitted as final. And there needs be 
the less hesitation to accept this judgment respecting the quality of pleasures, since there 
is no other tribunal to be referred to even on the question of quantity. What means are 
there of determining which is the acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two pleasurable 
sensations, except the general suffrage of those who are familiar with both? Neither pains 
nor pleasures are homogeneous, and pain is always heterogeneous with pleasure. What is 
there to decide whether a particular pleasure is worth purchasing at the cost of a particu- 
lar pain, except the feelings and judgment of the experienced? When, therefore, those feel- 
ings and judgment declare the pleasures derived from the higher faculties to be preferable 
in kind, apart from the question of intensity, to those of which the animal nature, disjoined 
from the higher faculties, is susceptible, they are entitled on this subject to the same 
regard. 

Ihave dwelt on this point as being a necessary part of a perfectly just conception of util- 
ity or happiness considered as the directive rule of human conduct. But it is by no means 
an indispensable condition to the acceptance of the utilitarian standard; for that standard 
is not the agent’s own greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether; 
and if it may possibly be doubted whether a noble character is always the happier for its 
nobleness, there can be no doubt that it makes other people happier, and that the world 
in general is immensely a gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore, could only attain its end 
by the general cultivation of nobleness of character, even if each individual were only bene- 
fited by the nobleness of others, and his own, so far as happiness is concerned, were a sheer 
deduction from the benefit. But the bare enunciation of such an absurdity as this last ren- 
ders refutation superfluous. 

According to the greatest happiness principle, as above explained, the ultimate end, 
with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable—whether we are 
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considering our own good or that of other people—is an existence exempt as far as possi- 
ble from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and qual- 
ity; the test of quality and the rule for measuring it against quantity being the preference 
felt by those who, in their opportunities of experience, to which must be added their habits 
of self-consciousness and self-observation, are best furnished with the means of compari- 
son. This, being according to the utilitarian opinion the end of human action, is neces- 
sarily also the standard of morality, which may accordingly be defined “the rules and pre- 
cepts for human conduct,” by the observance of which an existence such as has been 
described might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured to all mankind; and not to 
them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits to, to the whole sentient creation. 

Against this doctrine, however, arises another class of objectors who say that happiness, 
in any form, cannot be the rational purpose of human life and action; because, in the first 
place, it is unattainable; and they contemptuously ask, What right hast thou to be 
happy?—a question which Mr. Carlyle clinches by the addition, What right, a short time 
ago, hadst thou even to be? Next they say that men can do without happiness; that all noble 
human beings have felt this, ar and could not have become noble but by learning the lesson 
Gi Beriane of anani aah ese lesson, thoroughly learned and submitted to, they af- 
firm to be the beginning and necessary condition of all virtue. 

The first of these objections would go to the root of the matter were it well founded; 
for if no happiness is to be had at all by human beings, the attainment of it cannot be the 
end of morality or of any rational conduct. Though, even in that case, something might 
still be said for the utilitarian theory, since utility includes not solely the pursuit of hap- 
piness, but the prevention or mitigation of unhappiness; and if the former aim be chimeri- 
cal, there will be all the greater scope and more imperative need for the latter, so long at 
least as mankind think fit to live and do not take refuge in the simultaneous act of suicide 
recommended under certain conditions by Novalis. When, however, it is thus positively 
asserted to be impossible that human life should be happy, the assertion, if not something 
like a verbal quibble, is at least an exaggeration. If by happiness be meant a continuity of 
highly pleasurable excitement, it is evident enough that this is ; impossible. A state of ex- 


alted ple asure lasts only moments or in some cases, and with some intermissions, hours or 
days, and is the occasional brilliant flash of enjoyment, not its permanent and steady flame. 
OF his che philosophers who have taugh that bappiness is the end of life were as fally 
aware as those who taunt them. The ha meant was not a life of rapture, 
but moments of such, in an existence ee up of few and transitory pains, many and vari- 
the foundation of the whole not to expect more from life than it is capable of a 


appeared worthy of the name of happiness. And such an existence is even now the lot of 


many during some considerable portion of their lives. The present wretched education and 
wretched social arrangements are the only real hindrance to its being attainable by almost 
all. 

The objectors perhaps may doubt whether human beings, if taught to consider happi- 
ness as the end of life, would be satisfied with such a moderate share of it. But great num- 
bers of mankind have been satisfied with much less. The main constituents of a satisfied 
life appear to be two, either of which by itself is often found sufficient for the purpose: 
tranquility and excitement. With much tranquility, many find that they can be content 
with very little pleasure; with much excitement, many can reconcile themselves to a con- 
siderable quantity of pain. There is assuredly no inherent impossibility of enabling even 
the mass of mankind to unite both, since the two are so far from being incompatible that 
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they are in natural alliance, the prolongation of either being a preparation for, and excit- 
ing a wish for, the other. It is only those in whom indolence amounts to a vice that do not 
desire excitement after an interval of respose; it is only those in whom the need of excite- 
ment is a disease that feel the tranquillity which follows excitement dull and insipid, in- 
stead of pleasurable in direct proportion to the excitement which preceded it. When peo- 
ple who are tolerably fortunate in their outward lot do not find in life sufficient enjoyment 
to make it valuable to them, the cause generally is caring for nobody but themselves. To 
those who have neither public nor private affections, the excitements of life are much cur- 
tailed, and in any case dwindle in value as the time approaches when all selfish interests 
must be terminated by death; while those who leave after them objects of personal affec- 
tion, and especially those who have also cultivated a fellow-feeling with the collective in- 
terests of mankind, retain as lively an interest in life on the eve of death as in the vigor of 
youth and health. Next to selfishness, the principal cause which makes life unsatisfacto 
but any mind to which the fountains of knowledge have been opened, and which has been 
taught, in any tolerable degree, to exercise its faculties—finds sources of inexhaustible in- 
nations of poetry, the incidents of history, the ways of mankind, past and present, and a 
Taieleniumharmasexhansted a Momennceh sant of it, but only when one has fad om the 
beginning no moral or human interest in these things and has sought in them only the 
gratification of curiosity. 

Now there is absolutely no reason in the nature of things why an amount of mental cul- 
ture sufficient to give an intelligent interest in these objects of contemplation should not 
be the inheritance of everyone born in a civilized country. As little is there an inherent ne- 
cessity that any human being should be a selfish egotist, devoid of every feeling or care 
but those which center in his own miserable individuality. Something far superior to this 
is sufficiently common even now, to give ample earnest of what the human species may be 
made. Genuine private affections and a sincere interest in the public good are possible, 
though in unequal degrees, to every rightly brought up human being. In a world in which 
there is so much to interest, so much to enjoy, and so much also to correct and improve, 
everyone who has this moderate amount of moral and intellectual requisites is capable of 
an existence which may be called enviable; and unless such a person, through bad laws or 
subjection to the will of others, is denied the liberty to use the sources of happiness within 
his reach, he will not fail to find this enviable existence, if he escapes the positive evils of 
life, the great sources of physical and mental suffering—such as indigence, disease, and 
the unkindness, worthlessness, or premature loss of objects of affection. The main stress of 
the problem lies, therefore, in the contest with these calamities from which it is a rare good 
fortune entirely to escape; which, as things now are, cannot be obviated, and often cannot 
be in any material degree mitigated. Yet no one whose opinion deserves a moment's con- 
sideration can doubt that most of the great positive evils of the world are in themselves 
removable, and will, if human affairs continue to improve, be in the end reduced within 
narrow limits. Poverty, in any sense implying suffering, may be completely extinguished 
by the wisdom of society combined with the good sense and providence of individuals. 
Even that most intractable of enemies, disease, may be indefinitely reduced in dimensions 
by good physical and moral education and proper control of noxious influences, while the 
progress of science holds out a promise for the fucure of still more direct conquests over 
this detestable foe. And every advance in that direction relieves us from some, not only of 
the chances which cut short our own lives, but, what concerns us still more, which deprive 
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us of those in whom our happiness is wrapt up. As for vicissitudes of fortune and other 
disappointments connected with wordly circumstances, these are principally the effect ei- 
ther of gross imprudence, of ill-regulated desires, or of bad or imperfect social institutions. 
All the grand sources, in short, of human suffering are in a great degree, many of them al- 
most entirely, conquerable by human care and effort; and though their removal is griev- 
ously slow—though a long succession of generations will perish in the breach before the 
conquest is completed, and this world becomes all that, if will and knowledge were not 
wanting, it might easily be made—yet every mind sufficiently intelligent and generous to 
bear a part, however small and inconspicuous, in the endeavour will draw a noble enjoy- 
ment from the contest itself, which he would not for any bribe in the form of selfish in- 
dulgence consent to be without. 

And this leads to the true estimation of what is said by the objectors concerning the 
possibility and the obligation of learning to do without happiness. Unquestionably it is 
possible to do without happiness; it is done involuntarily by nineteen-twentieths of 
mankind, even in those parts of our present world which are least deep in barbarism; and 
it often has to be done voluntarily by the hero or the martyr, for the sake of something 
which he prizes more than his individual happiness. But this something, what is it, un- 
less the happiness of others or some of the requisites of happiness? It is noble to be capa- 
ble of resigning entirely one’s own portion of happiness, or chances of it; ter all 
self-sacrifice must be for some end, it is not its own end; and if we are told that its art is 
not happiness but virtue, which is better than happiness, | ask, would the sacrifice be made 
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sacrifices? Would it be made if he thought that his renunciation of happiness for himself 
would produce no fruit for any of his fellow creatures, but to make their lot like his and 
place them also in the condition of persons who have renounced happiness? All honor to 
those who can abnegate for themselves the personal enjoyment of life when by such re- 
nunciation they contribute worthily to increase the amount of happiness in the world; but 
he who does it or professes to do it for any other purpose is no more deserving of admira- 
tion than the ascetic mounted on his pillar. He may be an inspiriting proof of what men 
can do, but assuredly not an example of what they should. 

Though it is only in a very imperfect state of the world’s arrangements that anyone can 
best serve the happiness of others by the absolute sacrifice of his own, yet, so long as the 
world is in that imperfect state, I fully acknowledge that the readiness to make such a sac- 
rifice is the highest virtue which can be found in man. I will add that in this condition of 
the world, paradoxical as the assertion may be, the conscious ability to do without happi- 
ness gives the best prospect of realizing such happiness as is attainable. For nothing ex- 
cept that consciousness can raise a person above the chances of life by making him feel 
that, let fate and fortune do their worst, they have not power to subdue him; which, once 
felt, frees him from excess of anxiety concerning the evils of life and enables him, like many 
a Stoic in the worst times of the Roman Empire, to cultivate in tranquillity the sources of 
satisfaction accessible to him, without concerning himself about the uncertainty of their 
duration any more than about their inevitable end. 

Meanwhile, let utilitarians never cease to claim the morality of self-devotion as a pos- 
session which belongs by as good a right to them as either to the Stoic or to the Tran- 
scendentalist. The utilitarian morality does recognize in human beings the power of sac- 
rificing their own greatest good for the good of others. It only refuses to admit that the 
sacrifice is itself a good. A sacrifice which does not increase or tend to increase the sum 
total of happiness, it considers as wasted. The only self-renunciation which it applauds is 
devotion to the happiness, or to some of the means of happiness, of others, either of 
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mankind collectively or of individuals within the limits imposed by the collective inter- 
ests of mankind. 

I must again repeat what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have the justice to ac- 
knowledge, that the happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in con- 
duct is not the agent’s own happiness but that of all concerned. As between his own hap- 
piness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a 
disinterested and benevolent spectator. In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read 
the complete spirit of the ethics of utility. “To do as you would be done by,” and “to love 
your neighbor as yourself,” constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality. As the 
means of making the nearest approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first, that laws 
and social arrangements should place the happiness or (as, speaking practically, it may be 
called) the interest of every individual as nearly as possible in harmony with the interest 
of the whole; and, secondly, that education and opinion, which have so vast a power over 
human character, should so use that power as to establish in the mind of every individual 
an indissoluble association between his own happiness and the good of the whole, espe- 
cially between his own happiness and the practice of such modes of conduct, negative and 
positive, as regard for the universal happiness prescribes; so that not only he may be un- 
able to conceive the possibility of happiness to himself, consistently with conduct opposed 
to the general good, but also that a direct impulse to promote the general good may be in 
every individual one of the habitual motives of action, and the sentiments connected there- 
with may fill a large and prominent place in every human being’s sentient existence. If the 
impugners of the utilitarian morality represented it to their own minds in this its true 
character, I know not what recommendation possessed by any other morality they could 
possibly affirm to be wanting to it; what more beautiful or more exalted developments 
of human nature any other ethical system can be supposed to foster, or what springs of 
action, not accessible to the utilitarian, such systems rely on for giving effect to their 
mandates. 

The objectors to utilitarianism cannot always be charged with representing it in a dis- 
creditable light. On the contrary, those among them who entertain anything like a just 
idea of its disinterested character sometimes find fault with its standard as being too high 
for humanity. They say it is exacting too much to require that people shall always act from 
the inducement of promoting the general interests of society. But this is to mistake the 
very meaning of a standard of morals and confound the rule of action with the motive of 
it. It is the business of ethics to tell us what are our duties, or by what test we may know 
them; but no system of ethics requires that the sole motive of all we do shall be a feeling 
of duty; on the contrary, ninety-nine hundredths of all our actions are done from other mo- 
tives, and rightly so done if the rule of duty does not condemn them. It is the more un- 
just to utilitarianism that this particular misapprehension should be made a ground of ob- 
jection to it, inasmuch as utilitarian moralists have gone beyond almost all others in 
affirming that the motive has nothing to do with the morality of the action, though much 
with the worth of the agent. He who saves a fellow creature from drowning does what is 
morally right, whether his motive be duty or the hope of being paid for his trouble; he 
who betrays the friend that trusts him is guilty of a crime, even if his object be to serve 
another friend to whom he is under greater obligations.? But to speak only of actions done 
from the motive of duty, and in direct obedience to principle: it is a misapprehension of 
the utilitarian mode of thought to conceive it as implying that people should fix their 
minds upon so wide a generality as the world, or society at large. The great majority of 
good actions are intended not for the benefit of the world, but for that of individuals, of 
which the good of the world is made up; and the thoughts of the most virtuous man need 


354 JOHN STUART MILL 


not on these occasions travel beyond the particular persons concerned, except so far as is 
necessary to assure himself that in benefiting them he is not violating the rights, that is, 
the legitimate and authorized expectations, of anyone else. The multiplication of happi- 
ness is, according to the utilitarian ethics, the object of virtue: the occasions on which any 
person (except one in a thousand) has it in his power to do this on an extended scale—in 
other words, to be a public benefactor—are but exceptional; and on these occasions alone 
is he called on to consider public utility; in every other case, private utility, the interest or 
happiness of some few persons, is all he has to attend to. Those alone the influence of whose 
actions extends to society in general need concern themselves habitually about so large an 
object. In the case of abstinences indeed—of things which people forbear to do from moral 
considerations, though the consequences in the particular case might be beneficial—it 
would be unworthy of an intelligent agent not to be consciously aware that the action is 
of a class which, if practiced generally, would be generally injurious, and that this is the 
ground of the obligation to abstain from it. The amount of regard for the public interest 
implied in this recognition is no greater than is demanded by every system of morals, for 
they all enjoin to abstain from whatever is manifestly pernicious to society. 

The same considerations dispose of another reproach against the doctrine of utility, 
founded on a still grosser misconception of the purpose of a standard of morality and of 
the very meaning of the words “right” and “wrong.” It is often affirmed that utilitarian- 
ism renders men cold and unsympathizing; that it chills their moral feelings toward in- 
dividuals; that it makes them regard only the dry and hard consideration of the conse- 
quences of actions, not taking into their moral estimate the qualities from which those 
actions emanate. If the assertion means that they do not allow their judgment respecting 
the rightness or wrongness of an action to be influenced by their opinion of the qualities 
of the person who does it, this is a complaint not against utilitarianism, but against any 
standard or morality at all; for certainly no known ethical standard decides an action to be 
good or bad because it is done by a good or bad man, still less because done by an amia- 
ble, a brave, or a benevolent man, or the contrary. These considerations are relevant, not 
to the estimation of actions, but of persons; and there is nothing in the utilitarian theory 
inconsistent with the fact that there are other things which interest us in persons besides 
the rightness and wrongness of their actions. The Stoics, indeed, with the paradoxical mis- 
use of language which was part of their system, and by which they strove to raise them- 
selves above all concern about anything but virtue, were fond of saying that he who has 
that has everything; that he, and only he, is rich, is beautiful, is a king. But no claim of 
this description is made for the virtuous man by the utilitarian doctrine. Utilitarians are 
quite aware that there are other desirable possessions and qualities besides virtue, and are 
perfectly willing to allow to all of them their full worth. They are also aware that a right 
action does not necessarily indicate a virtuous character, and that actions which are blam- 
able often proceed from qualities entitled to praise. When this is apparent in any particu- 
lar case, it modifies their estimation, not certainly of the act, but of the agent. I grant that 
they are, notwithstanding, of opinion that in the long run the best proof of a good char- 
acter is good actions; and resolutely refuse to consider any mental disposition as good of 
which the predominant tendency is to produce bad conduct. This makes them unpopular 
with many people, but it is an unpopularity which they must share with everyone who re- 
gards the distinction between right and wrong in a serious light; and the reproach is not 
one which a conscientious utilitarian need be anxious to repel. 

If no more be meant by the objection than that many utilitarians look on the morality 
of actions, as measured by the utilitarian standards, with too exclusive a regard, and do 
not lay sufficient stress upon the other beauties of character which go toward making a 
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human being lovable or admirable, this may be admitted. Utilitarians who have cultivated 
their moral feelings, but not their sympathies, nor their artistic perceptions, do fall into 
this mistake; and so do all other moralists under the same conditions. What can be said 
in excuse for other moralists is equally available for them, namely, that, if there is to be 
any error, it is better chat it should be on that side. As a matter of fact, we may affirm that 
among utilitarians, as among adherents of other systems, there is every imagindble degree 
of rigidity and of laxity in the application of their standard; some are even puritanically 
rigorous, while others are as indulgent as can possibly be desired by sinner or by senti- 
mentalist. But on the whole, a doctrine which brings prominently forward the interest 
that mankind have in the repression and prevention of conduct which violates the moral 
law is likely to be inferior to no other in turning the sanctions of opinion against such vio- 
lations. It is true, the question “What does violate the moral law?” is one on which those 
who recognize different standards of morality are likely now and then to differ. But dif- 
ference of opinion on moral questions was not first introduced into the world by utilitari- 
anism, while the doctrine does supply, if not always an easy, at all events a tangible and 
intelligible, mode of deciding such differences. 

It may not be superfluous to notice a few more of the common misapprehensions of 
utilitarian ethics, even those which are so obvious and gross that it might appear impos- 
sible for any person of candor and intelligence to fall into them; since persons, even of con- 
siderable mental endowment, often give themselves so little trouble to understand the 
bearings of any opinion against which they entertain a prejudice, and men are in general 
so little conscious of this voluntary ignorance as a defect that the vulgarest misunder- 
standings of ethical doctrines are continually met with in the deliberate writings of per- 
sons of the greatest pretensions both to high principle and to philosophy. We not uncom- 
monly hear the doctrine of utility inveighed against a godless doctrine. If it be necessary to 
say anything at all against so mere an assumption, we may say that the question depends 
upon what idea we have formed of the moral character of the Deity. If it be a true belief 
that God desires, above all things, the happiness of his creatures, and that this was his pur- 
pose in their creation, utility is not only a godless doctrine, but more profoundly religious 
than any other. If it be meant that utilitarianism does not recognize the revealed will of 
God as the supreme law of morals, I answer that a utilitarian who believes in the perfect 
goodness and wisdom of God necessarily believes that whatever God has thought fit to re- 
veal on the subject of morals must fulfill the requirements of utility in a supreme degree. 
But others besides utilitarians have been of opinion that the Christian revelation was in- 
tended, and is fitted, to inform the hearts and minds of mankind with a spirit which 
should enable them to find for themselves what is right, and incline them to do it when 
found, rather than to tell them, except in a very general way, what it is; and that we need 
a doctrine of ethics, carefully followed out, to interpret to us the will of God. Whether this 
Opinion is correct or not, it is superfluous here to discuss; since whatever aid religion, ei- 
ther natural or revealed, can afford to ethical investigation is as open to the utilitarian 
moralist as to any other. He can use it as the testimony of God to the usefulness or hurt- 
fulness of any given course of action by as good a right as others can use it for the indica- 
tion of a transcendental law having no connection with usefulness or with happiness. 

Again, utility is often summarily stigmatized as an immoral doctrine by giving it the 
name of “expediency,” and taking advantage of the popular use of that term to contrast it 
with principle. But the expedient, in the sense in which it is opposed to the right, gener- 
ally means that which is expedient for the particular interest of the agent himself; as when 
a minister sacrifices the interests of his country to keep himself in place. When it means 
anything better than this, it means that which is expedient for some immediate object, 
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some temporary purpose, but which violates a rule whose observance is expedient in a 
much higher degree. The expedient, in this sense, instead of being the same thing with 
the useful, is a branch of the hurtful. Thus it would often be expedient, for the purpose of 
getting over some momentary embarrassment, or attaining some object immediately use- 
ful to ourselves or others, to tell a lie. But inasmuch as the cultivation in ourselves of a 
sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity is one of the most useful, and the enfeeblement 
of that feeling one of the most hurtful, things to which our conduct can be instrumental; 
and inasmuch as any, even unintentional, deviation from truth does that much toward 
weakening the trustworthiness of human assertion, which is not only the principal sup- 
port of all present social well-being, but the insufficiency of which does more than any one 
thing that can be named to keep back civilization, virtue, everything on which human 
happiness on the largest scale depends—we feel that the violation, for a present advantage, 
of a rule of such transcendent expediency is not expedient, and that he who, for the sake 
of convenience to himself or to some other individual, does what depends on him to de- 
prive mankind of the good, and inflict upon them the evil, involved in the greater or 
less reliance which they can place in each other’s word, acts the part of one of their worst 
enemies. Yet that even this rule, sacred as it is, admits of possible exceptions is acknowl- 
edged by all moralists; the chief of which is when the withholding of some fact (as of in- 
formation from a malefactor, or of bad news from a person dangerously ill) would save an 
individual (especially an individual other than oneself) from great and unmerited evil, and 
when the withholding can only be effected by denial. But in order that the exception may 
not extend itself beyond the need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening re- 
liance on veracity, it ought to be recognized and, if possible, its limits defined; and, if the 
principle of utility is good for anything, it must be good for weighing these conflicting 
utilities against one another and marking out the region within which one or the other 
Se hae 


a p al he ess. This is exactly as if anyone were to say 
that it is impossible to guide c our comnts by Christianity because there is not time, on 
every occasion on which caress he to be done, to read through the Sas anid New Tes- 
taments. n isti e has Deen ample tıme, r 
r ni _Dereirpmatiotinecinnestmerleinehnavesttennemnernasny™ 
pee aca on which experience all the prudence as well as all 
the morality of life are dependent. People talk as if the commencement of this course of 
experience had hitherto been put off, and as if, at the moment when some man feels 
tempted to meddle with the property or life of another, he had to begin considering for 
the first time whether murder and theft are injurious to human happiness. Even then I do 
not think that he would find the question very puzzling; but, at all events, the matter is 
now done to his hand. It is truly a whimsical supposition that, if mankind were agreed in 
considering utility to be the test of morality, they would remain without any agreement 
as to what zs useful, and would take no measures for having their notions on the subject 
taught to the young and enforced by law and opinion. There is no difficulty in proving 
any ethical standard whatever to work ill if we suppose universal idiocy to be conjoined 
with it; but on any hypothesis short of that, mankind must by this time have acquired 
positive beliefs as to the effects of some actions on their happiness; and the beliefs which 
have thus come down are the rules of morality for the multitude, and for the philosopher 
until he has succeeded in finding better. That philosophers might easily do this, even now, 
on many subjects; that the received code of ethics is by no means of divine right; and that 
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mankind have still much to learn as to the effects of actions on the general happiness, I 
admit or rather earnestly maintain. The corollaries from the principle of utility, like the 
precepts of every practical art, admit of indefinite improvement, and, in a progressive state 
of the human mind, their improvement is perpetually going on. But to consider the rules 
of morality as improvable is one thing; to pass over the intermediate generalization en- 
tirely and endeavor to test each individual action direly by the first principle is another. It 
is a strange notion that the acknowledgment of a first principle is inconsistent with the 
admission of secondary ones. To inform a traveler respecting the place of his ultimate des- 
tination is not to forbid the use of landmarks and direction-posts on the way. The propo- 
sition that happiness is the end and aim of morality does not mean that no road ought to 
be laid down to that goal, or that persons going thither should not be advised to take one 
direction rather than another. Men really ought to leave off talking a kind of nonsense on 
this subject, which they would neither talk nor listen to on other matters of practical con- 
cernment. Nobody a es that the art OF navigation is not rounded on astronomy because 
; : creatures £0 TO 
; and all rational creatures go out upon the sea of life with their 
minds made up on the common questions of right and wrong, as well as on many of the 
far more difficult questions of wise and foolish. And this, as long as foresight is a human 
quality, it is to be presumed they will continue to do. Whatever we adopt as the funda- 
mental principle of morality, we require subordinate principles to apply it by; the impos- 
sibility of doing without them, being common to all systems, can afford no argument 
against any one in particular; but gravely to argue as if no such secondary principles could 
be had, and as if mankind had remained till now, and always must remain, without draw- 
ing any general conclusions from the experience of human life is as high a pitch, I think, 
as absurdity has ever reached in philosophical controversy. 

The remainder of the stock arguments against utilitarianism mostly consist in laying 
to its charge the common infirmities of human nature, and the general difficulties which 
embarrass conscientious persons in shaping their course through life. We are told that a 
utilitarian will be apt to make his own particular case an exception to moral rules, and, 
when under temptation, will see a utility in the breach of a rule, greater than he will see 
in its observance. But is utility the only creed which is able to furnish us with excuses for 
evil-doing and means of cheating our own conscience? They are afforded in abundance by 
all doctrines which recognize as a fact in morals the existence of conflicting considerations, 
which all doctrines do that have been believed by sane persons. It is not the fault of any 
creed, but of the complicated nature of human affairs, that rules of conduct cannot be so 
framed as to require no exceptions, and that hardly any kind of action can safely be laid 
down as either always obligatory or always condemnable. There is no ethical creed which 
does not temper the rigidity of its laws by giving a certain latitude, under the moral re- 
sponsibility of the agent, for accommodation to peculiarities of circumstances; and under 
every creed, at the opening thus made, self-deception and dishonest casuistry get in. There 
exists no moral system under which there do not arise unequivocal cases of conflicting 
obligation. These are the real difficulties, the knotty points both in the theory of ethics 
and in the conscientious guidance of personal conduct. They are overcome practically, with 
greater or with less success, according to the intellect and virtue of the individual; but it 
can hardly be pretended that anyone will be the less qualified for dealing with them, from 
possessing an ultimate standard to which conflicting rights and duties can be referred. If 
utility is the ultimate source of moral obligations, utility may be invoked to decide be- 
tween them when their demands are incompatible. Though the application of the stan- 
dard may be difficult, it is better than none at all; while in other systems, the moral laws 
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all claiming independent authority, there is no common umpire entitled to interfere be- 
tween them; their claims to precedence one over another rest on little better than sophistry, 
and, unless determined, as they generally are, by the unacknowledged influence of con- 
sideration of utility, afford a free scope for the action of personal desires and partialities. 
We must remember that only in these cases of conflict between secondary principles is it 
requisite that first principles should be appealed to. There is no case of moral obligation 
in which some secondary principle is not involved; and if only one, there can seldom be 
any real doubt which one it is, in the mind of any person by whom the principle itself is 
recognized. 


CHAPTER III 


Of the Ultimate Sanction of the Principle of Utility 


The question is often asked, and properly so, in regard to any supposed moral standard— 
What is its sanction? what are the motives to obey? or, more specifically, what is the source 
of its obligation? whence does it derive its binding force? It is a necessary part of moral 
philosophy to provide the answer to this question, which, though frequently assuming the 
shape of an objection to the utilitarian morality, as if it had some special applicability to 
that above others, really arises in regard to all standards. It arises, in fact, whenever a per- 
son is called on to adopt a standard, or refer morality to any basis on which he has not been 
accustomed to rest it. For the customary morality, that which education and opinion have 
consecrated, is the only one which presents itself to the mind with the feeling of being in 
itself obligatory; and when a person is asked to believe that this morality derives its obli- 
gation from some general principle round which custom has not thrown the same halo, 
the assertion is to him a paradox; the supposed corollaries seem to have a more binding 
force than the original theorem; the superstructure seems to stand better without than 
with what is represented as its foundation. He says to himself, I feel that I am bound not 
to rob or murder, betray or deceive; but why am I bound to promote the general happi- 
ness? If my own happiness lies in something else, why may I not give that the preference? 

If the view adopted by the utilitarian philosophy of the nature of the moral sense be 
„correct, this difficulty will always present itself until the influences which form moral char- 
acter have taken the same hold of the principle which they have taken of some of the con- 
sequences—until, by the improvement of education, the feeling of unity with our fellow 
creatures shall be (what it cannot be denied that Christ intended it to be) as deeply rooted 
in our character, and to our own consciousness as completely a part of our nature, as the 
horror of crime is in an ordinarily well-brought up young person. In the meantime, how- 
ever, the difficulty has no peculiar application to the doctrine of utility, but is inherent in 
every attempt to analyze morality and reduce it to principles; which, unless the principle 
is already in men’s minds invested with as much sacredness as any of its applications, al- 
ways seems to divest them of a part of their sanctity. 

The principle of utility either has, or there is no reason why it might not have, all the 
sanctions which belong to any other system of morals. Those sanctions are either external 
or internal. Of the external sanctions it is not necessary to speak at any length. They are 
the hope of favor and the fear of displeasure from our fellow creatures or from the Ruler 
of the universe, along with whatever we may have of sympathy or affection for them, or of 
love and awe of Him, inclining us to do His will independently of selfish consequences. 
There is evidently no reason why all these motives for observance should not attach them- 
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selves to the utilitarian morality as completely and as powerfully as to any other. Indeed, 
those of them which refer to our fellow creatures are sure to do so, in proportion to the 
amount of general intelligence; for whether there be any other ground of moral obligation 
than the general happiness or not, men do desire happiness; and however imperfect may 
be their own practice, they desire and commend all conduct in others toward themselves 
by which they think their happiness is promoted. With regard to the religious motive, if 
men believe, as most profess to do, in the goodness of God, those who think that con- 
duciveness to the general happiness is the essence or even only the criterion of good must 
necessarily believe that it is also that which God approves. The whole force therefore of 
external reward and punishment, whether physical or moral, and whether proceeding from 
God or from our fellow men, together with all that the capacities of human nature admit 
of disinterested devotion to either, become available to enforce the utilitarian morality, in 
proportion as that morality is recognized; and the more powerfully, the more the appli- 
ances of education and general cultivation are bent to the purpose. 

So far as to external sanctions. The internal sanction of duty, whatever our standard of 
duty may be, is one and the same—a feeling in our own mind; a pain, more or less in- 
tense, attendant on violation of duty, which in properly cultivated moral natures rises, in 
the more serious cases, into shrinking from it as an impossibility. This feeling, when dis- 
interested and connecting itself with the pure idea of duty, and not with some particular 
form of it, or with any of the merely accessory circumstances, is the essence of conscience; 
though in that complex phenomenon as it actually exists, the simple fact is in general all 
encrusted over with collateral associations derived from sympathy, from love, and still 
more from fear; from all the forms of religious feeling; from the recollections of childhood 
and of all our past life; from self-esteem, desire of the esteem of others, and occasionally 
even self-abasement. This extreme complication is, I apprehend, the origin of the sort of 
mystical character which, by a tendency of the human mind of which there are many other 
examples, is apt to be attributed to the idea of moral obligation, and which leads people 
to believe that the idea cannot possibly attach itself to any other objects than those which, 
by a supposed mysterious law, are found in our present experience to excite it. Its binding 
force, however, consists in the existence of a mass of feeling which must be broken through 
in order to do what violates our standard of right, and which, if we do nevertheless vio- 
late that standard, will probably have to be encountered afterwards in the form of remorse. 
Whatever theory we have of the nature or origin of conscience, this is what essentially con- 
stitutes it. 

The ultimate sanction, therefore, of all morality (external motives apart) being a sub- 
jective feeling in our own minds, I see nothing embarrassing to those whose standard is 
utility in the question, What is the sanction of that particular standard? We may answer, 
the same as of all other moral standards—the conscientious feelings of mankind. Un- 
doubtedly this sanction has no binding efficacy on those who do not possess the feelings 
it appeals to; but neither will these persons be more obedient to any other moral princi- 
ple than to the utilitarian one. On them morality of any kind has no hold but through the 
external sanctions. Meanwhile the feelings exist, a fact in human nature, the reality of 
which, and the great power with which they are capable of acting on those in whom they 
have been duly cultivated, are proved by experience. No reason has ever been shown why 
they may not be cultivated to as great intensity in connection with the utilitarian as with 
any other rule of morals. 

There is, I am aware, a disposition to believe that a person who sees in moral obliga- 
tion a transcendental fact, an objective reality belonging to the province of “things in 
themselves,” is likely to be more obedient to it than one who believes it to be entirely sub- 
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jective, having its seat in human consciousness only. But whatever a person’s opinion may 
be on this point of ontology, the force he is really urged by is his own subjective feeling, 
and is exactly measured by its strength. No one’s belief that duty is an objective reality is 
stronger than the belief that God is so; yet the belief in God, apart from the expectation 
of actual reward and punishment, only operates on conduct through, and in proportion to, 
the subjective religious feeling. The sanction, so far as it is disinterested, is always in the © 
mind itself; and the motion, therefore, of the transcendental moralists must be that this 
sanction will not exist 77 the mind unless it is believed to have its root out of the mind; 
and that if a person is able to say to himself, “That which is restraining me and which is 
called my conscience is only a feeling in my own mind,” he may possibly draw the con- 
clusion that when the feeling ceases the obligation ceases, and that if he find the feeling 
inconvenient, he may disregard it and endeavor to get rid of it. But is this danger confined 
to the utilitarian morality? Does the belief that moral obligation has its seat outside the 
mind make the feeling of it too strong to get rid of? The fact is so far otherwise that all 
moralists admit and lament the ease with which, in the generality of minds, conscience 
can be silenced or stifled. The question, “Need I obey my conscience?” is quite as often 
put to themselves by persons who never heard of the principle of utility as by its adher- 
ents. Those whose conscientious feelings are so weak as to allow of their asking this ques- 
tion, if they answer it affirmatively, will not do so because they believe in the transcen- 
dental theory, but because of the external sanctions. 

It is not necessary, for the present purpose, to decide whether the feeling of duty is in- 
nate or implanted. Assuming it to be innate, it is an open question to what objects it nat- 
urally attaches itself; for the philosophic supporters of that theory are now agreed that the 
intuitive perception is of principles of morality and not of the details. If there be anything 
innate in the matter, I see no reason why the feeling which is innate should not be that of 
regard to the pleasures and pains of others. If there is any principle of morals which is in- 
tuitively obligatory, I should say it must be that. If so, the intuitive ethics would coincide — 
with the utilitarian, and there would be no further quarrel between them. Even as it is, 
the intuitive moralists, though they believe that there are other intuitive moral obliga- 
tions, do already believe this to be one; for they unanimously hold that a large portion of 
morality turns upon the consideration due to the interests of our fellow creatures. There- 
fore, if the belief in the transcendental origin of moral obligation gives any additional ef- 
ficacy to the internal sanction, it appears to me that the utilitarian principle has already 
the benefit of it. 

On the other hand, if, as is my own belief, the moral feelings are not innate but ac- 
quired, they are not for that reason the less natural. It is natural to man to speak, to rea- 
son, to build cities, to cultivate the ground, though these are acquired faculties. The moral 
feelings are not indeed a part of our nature in the sense of being in any perceptible degree 
present in all of us; but this, unhappily, is a fact admitted by those who believe the most 
strenuously in their transcendental origin. Like the other acquired capacities above referred 
to, the moral faculty, if not a part of our nature, is a natural outgrowth from it; capable, 
like them, in a certain small degree, of springing up spontaneously; and susceptible of 
being brought by cultivation to a high degree of development. Unhappily it is also sus- 
ceptible, by a sufficient use of the external sanctions and of the force of early impressions, 
of being cultivated in almost any direction, so that there is hardly anything so absurd or 
so mischievous that it may not, by means of these influences, be made to act on the human 
mind with all the authority of conscience. To doubt that the same potency might be given 
by the same means to the principle of utility, even if it had no foundation in human na- 
ture, would be flying in the face of all experience. 
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But moral associations which are wholly of artificial creation, when the intellectual cul- 
ture goes on, yield by degrees to the dissolving force of analysis; and if the feeling of duty, 
when associated with utility, would appear equally arbitrary; if there were no leading de- 
partment of our nature, no powerful class of sentiments, with which that association would 
harmonize, which would make us feel congenial and incline us not only to foster it in our- 
selves—if there were not, in short, a natural basis of sentiments for utilitarian morality, it 
might well happen that this association also, even after it had been implanted by educa- 
tion, might be analyzed away. 

But there zs this basis of powerful natural sentiment; and that it is which, when once 
the general happiness is recognized as the ethical standard, will constitute the strength 
of the utilitarian morality. This firm foundation is that of the social feelings of 
mankind—the desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures, which is already a pow- 
erful principle in human nature, and happily one of those which tend to become stronger, 
even without express inculcation, from the influences of advancing civilization. The so- 
cial state is at once so natural, so necessary, and so habitual to man, that, except in some 
unusual circumstances or by an effort of voluntary abstraction, he never conceives him- 
self otherwise than as a member of a body; and this association is riveted more and more, 
as mankind are further removed from the state of savage independence. Any condition, 
therefore, which is essential to a state of society becomes more and more an inseparable 
part of every person’s conception of the state of things which he is born into, and which 
is the destiny of a human being. Now society between human beings, except in the re- 
lation of master and slave, is manifestly impossible on any other footing than that of the 
interests of all are to be consulted. Society between equals can only exist on the under- 
standing that the interests of all are to be regarded equally. And since in all states of civ- 
ilization, every person, except an absolute monarch, has equals, everyone is obliged to 
live on these terms with somebody; and in every age some advance is made toward a 
state in which it will be impossible to live permanently on other terms with anybody. 
In this way people grow up unable to conceive as possible to them a state of total dis- 
regard of other people’s interests. They are under a necessity of conceiving themselves as 
at least abstaining from all the grosser injuries, and (if only for their own protection) liv- 
ing in a state of constant protest against them. They are also familiar with the fact of 
co-operating with others and proposing to themselves a collective, not an individual, in- 
terest as the aim (at least for the time being) of their actions. So long as they are co-op- 
erating, their ends are identified with those of others; there is at least a temporary feel- 
ing that the interests of others are their own interests. Not only does all strengthening 
of social ties, and all healthy growth of society, give to each individual a stronger per- 
sonal interest in practically consulting the welfare of others, it also leads him to identify 
his feelings more and more with their good, or at least with an even greater degree of 
practical consideration for it. He comes, as though instinctively, to be conscious of him- 
self as a being who of course pays regard to others. The good of others becomes to him a 
thing naturally and necessarily to be attended to, like any of the physical conditions of 
our existence. Now, whatever amount of this feeling a person has, he is urged by the 
strongest motives both of interest and of sympathy to demonstrate it, and to the utmost 
of his power encourage it in others; and even if he has none of it himself, he is as greatly 
interested as anyone else that others should have it. Consequently, the smaller germs of 
the feeling are laid hold of and nourished by the contagion of sympathy and the influ- 
ences of education; and a complete web of corroborative association is woven round it by 
the powerful agency of the external sanctions. This mode of conceiving ourselves and 
human life, as civilization goes on, is felt to be more and more natural. Every step in po- 
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litical improvement renders it more so, by removing the sources of opposition of inter- 
est and leveling those inequalities of legal privilege between individuals or classes, owing 
to which there are large portions of mankind whose happiness it is still practicable to 
disregard. In an improving state of the human mind, the influences are constantly on the 
increase which tend to generate in each individual a feeling of unity with all the rest; 
which, if perfect, would make him never think of, or desire, any beneficial condition for 
himself in the benefits of which they are not included. If we now suppose this feeling of 
unity to be taught as a religion, and the whole force of education, of institutions, and of 
opinion directed, as it once was in the case of religion, to make every person grow up 
from infancy surrounded on all sides both by the profession and the practice of it, I think 
that no one who can realize this conception will feel any misgiving about the sufficiency 
of the ultimate sanction for the happiness morality. To any ethical student who finds the 
realization difficult, I recommend, as a means of facilitating it, the second of M. Comte’s 
two principal works, the Traité de politique positive. I entertain the strongest objections to 
the system of politics and morals set forth in that treatise, but I think it has super- 
abundantly shown the possibility of giving to the service of humanity, even without the 
aid of belief in a Providence, both the psychological power and the social efficacy of a re- 
ligion, making it take hold of human life, and color all thought, feeling, and action in 
a manner of which the greatest ascendancy ever exercised by any religion may be but a 
type and foretaste; and of which the danger is, not that it should be insufficient, but that 
it should be so excessive as to interfere unduly with human freedom and individuality. 

Neither is it necessary to the feeling which constitutes the binding force of the util- 
itarian morality on those who recognize it to wait for those social influences which would 
make its obligation felt by mankind at large. In the comparatively early state of human 
advancement in which we now live, a person cannot, indeed, feel that entireness of sym- 
pathy with all others which would make any real discordance in the general direction of 
their conduct in life impossible, but already a person in whom the social feeling is at all 
developed cannot bring himself to think of the rest of his fellow creatures as struggling 
rivals with him for the means of happiness, whom he must desire to see defeated in their 
object in order that he may succeed in his. The deeply rooted conception which every 
individual even now has of himself as a social being tends to make him feel it one of his 
natural wants that there should be harmony between his feelings and aims and those of 
his fellow creatures. If differences of opinion and of mental culture make it impossible 
for him to share many of their actual feelings—perhaps make him denounce and defy 
those feelings—he still needs to be conscious that his real aim and theirs do not conflict; 
that he is not opposing himself to what they really wish for, namely, their own good, 
but is, on the contrary, promoting it. This feeling in most individuals is much inferior 
in strength to their selfish feelings, and is often wanting altogether. But to those who 
have it, it possesses all the characters of a natural feeling. It does not present itself to 
their minds as a superstition of education or a law despotically imposed by the power of 
society, but as an attribute which it would not be well for them to be without. This con- 
viction is the ultimate sanction of the greatest happiness morality. This it is which makes 
any mind of well-developed feelings work with, and not against, the outward motives to 
care for others, afforded by what I have called the external sanctions; and, when those 
sanctions are wanting or act in an opposite direction, constitutes in itself a powerful in- 
ternal binding force, in proportion to the sensitiveness and thoughtfulness of the char- 
acter, since few but those whose mind is a moral blank could bear to lay out their course 
of life on the plan of paying no regard to others except so far as their own private in- 
terest compels. 
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CHAPTER IV 


Of What Sort of Proof the Principle of 
Utility is Susceptible 


It has already been remarked that questions of ultimate ends do not admit of proof, in the 
ordinary acceptation of the term. To be incapable of proof by reasoning is common to all 
first principles, to the first premises of our knowledge, as well as to those of our conduct. 
But the former, being matters of fact, may be the subject of a direct appeal to the facul- 
ties which judge of fact—namely, our senses and our internal consciousness. Can an ap- 
peal be made to the same faculties on questions of practical ends? Or by what other fac- 
ulty is cognizance taken of them? 

Questions about ends are, in other words, questions what things are desirable. The utili- 
tarian doctrine is that happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all 
other things being only desirable as means to that end. What ought to be required of this 
doctrine, what conditions is it requisite that the doctrine should fulfill—to make good its 
claim to be believed? 

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible is that people actually 
see it. The only proof that a sound is audible is that people hear it; and so of the other 
sources of our experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to 
produce that anything is desirable is that people do actually desire it. If the end which the 
utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself were not, in theory and in practice, acknowledged to 
be an end, nothing could ever convince any person that it was so. No reason can be given 
why the general happiness is desirable, except that each person, so far as he believes it to 
be attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, being a fact, we have not only all 
the proof which the case admits of, but all which it is possible to require, that happiness 
is a good, that each person’s happiness is a good to that person, and the general happiness, 
therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons. Happiness has made out its title as one of 
the ends of conduct and, consequently, one of the criteria of morality. 

But it has not, by this alone, proved itself to be the sole criterion. To do that, it would 
seem, by the same rule, necessary to show, not only that people desire happiness, but that 
they never desire anything else. Now it is palpable that they do desire things which, in 
common language, are decidedly distinguished from happiness. They desire, for example, 
virtue and the absence of vice no less really than pleasure and the absence of pain. The de- 
sire of virtue is not as universal, but it is as authentic a fact as the desire of happiness. And 
hence the opponents of the utilitarian standard deem that they have a right to infer that 
there are other ends of human action besides happiness, and that happiness is not the stan- 
pats a aioe and Sekine 
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desired, it is desired disinterestedly, for itself. Whatever may be the opin- 
ion of iopen ap as to FE ee E a which virtue is made virtue, 
however they may believe (as they do) that actions and dispositions are only virtuous be- 
cause they promote another end than virtue, yet this being granted, and it having been 
decided, from considerations of this description, what zs virtuous, they not only place 
virtue at the very head of the things which are good as means to the ultimate end, but 
they also recognize as a psychological fact the possibility of its being, to the individual, a 
good in itself, without looking to any end beyond it; and hold that the mind is not in a 
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right state, not in a state conformable to utility, not in the state most conducive to the 
general happiness, unless it does love virtue in this manner—as a thing desirable in itself, 
even although, in the individual instance, it should not produce those other desirable con- 
sequences which it tends to produce, and on account of which it is held to be virtue. This 
opinion is not, in the smallest degree, a departure from the happiness principle. The in- 
gredients of happiness are very various, and each of them is desirable in itself, and not 
merely when considered as swelling an aggregate. The principle of utility does not mean 
that any given pleasure, as music, for instance, or any given exemption from pain, as for 
example health, is to be looked upon as means to a collective something termed happi- 
ness, and to be desired on that account. They are desired and desirable in and for them- 
selves; besides being means, they are a part of the end. Virtue, according to the utilitarian 
doctrine, is not naturally and originally part of the end, but it is capable of becoming so; 
and in those who live it disinterestealy it has become so, and is desired and cherished, not 
as a means to happiness, but as a part of their happiness. 

To illustrate this further, we may remember that virtue is not the only ching originally 
a means, and which if it were not a means to anything else would be and remain indiffer- 
ent, but which by association with what it is a means to comes to be desired for itself, and 
that too with the utmost intensity. What, for example, shall we say of the love of money? 
There is nothing originally more desirable about money than about any heap of glittering 
pebbles. Its worth is solely that of the things which it will buy; the desires for other things 
than itself, which it is a means of gratifying. Yet the love of money is not only one of the 
strongest moving forces of human life, but money is, in many cases, desired in and for it- 
self; the desire to possess it is often stronger than the desire to use it, and goes on increasing 
when all the desires which point to ends beyond it, to be compassed by it, are falling off. 
It may, then, be said truly that money is desired not for the sake of an end, but as part of 
the end. From being a means to happiness, it has come to be itself a principal ingredient 
of the individual’s conception of happiness. The same may be said of the majority of the 
great objects of human life: power, for example, or fame, except that to each of these there 
is a certain amount of immediate pleasure annexed, which has at least the semblance of 
being naturally inherent in them—a thing which cannot be said of money. Still, however, 
the strongest natural attraction, both of power and of fame, is the immense aid they give 
to the attainment of our other wishes; and it is the strong association thus generated be- 
tween them and all our objects of desire which gives to the direct desire of them the in- 
tensity it often assumes, so as in some characters to surpass in strength all other desires. 
In these cases the means have become a part of the end, and a more important part of it 
than any of the things which they are means to. What was once desired as an instrument 
for the attainment of happiness has come to be desired for its own sake. In being desired 
for its own sake it is, however, desired as part of happiness. The person is made, or thinks 
he would be made, happy by its mere possession; and is made unhappy by failure to ob- 
tain it. The desire of it is not a different thing from the desire of happiness any more than 
the love of music or the desire of health. They are included in happiness. They are some 
of the elements of which the desire of happiness is made up. Happiness is not an abstract 
idea but a concrete whole; and these are some of its parts. And the utilitarian standard 
sanctions and approves their being so. Life would be a poor thing, very ill provided with 
sources of happiness, if there were not this provision of nature by which things originally 
indifferent, but conducive to, or otherwise associated with, the satisfaction of our primi- 
tive desires, become in themselves sources of pleasure more valuable than the primitive 
pleasures, both in permanency, in the space of human existence that they are capable of 
covering, and even in intensity. 
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Virtue, according to the utilitarian conception, is a good of this description. There was 
no original desire of it, or motive to it, save its conduciveness to pleasure, and especially 
to protection from pain. But through the association thus formed it may be felt a good in 
itself, and desired as such with as great intensity as any other good; and with this differ- 
ence between it and the love of money, of power, or of fame—that all of these may, and 
often do, render the individual noxious to the other members of the society to which he 
belongs, whereas there is nothing which makes him so much a blessing to them as the cul- 
tivation of the disinterested love of virtue. And consequently, the utilitarian standard, 
while it tolerates and approves those other acquired desires, up to the point beyond which 
they would be more injurious to the general happiness than promotive of it, enjoins and 
requires the cultivation of the love of virtue up to the greatest strength possible, as being 
above all things important to the general happiness. 

It results from the preceding considerations that there is in reality nothing desired 
except happiness. Whatever is desired otherwise than as a means to some end beyond it- 
self, and ultimately to happiness, is desired as itself a part of happiness, and is not de- 
sired for itself until it has become so. Those who desire virtue for its own sake desire it 
either because the consciousness of it is a pleasure, or because the consciousness of being 
without it is a pain, or for both reasons united; as in truth the pleasure and pain seldom 
exist separately, but almost always together—the same person feeling pleasure in the de- 
gree of virtue attained, and pain in not having attained more. If one of these gave him 
no pleasure, and the other no pain, he would not love or desire virtue, or would desire 
it only for the other benefits which ic might produce to himself or to persons whom he 
cared for. 

We have now, then, an answer to the question, of what sort of proof the principle of 
utility is susceptible. If the opinion which I have now stated is psychologically true—if 
human nature is so constituted as to desire nothing which is not either a part of happi- 
ness or a means of happiness—we can have no other proof, and we require no other, that 
these are the only things desirable. If so, happiness is the sole end of human action, and 
the promotion of it the test by which to judge of all human conduct; from whence it 
necessarily follows that it must be the criterion of morality, since a part is included in 
the whole. 

And now to decide whether this is really so, whether mankind do desire nothing for it- 
self but that which is a pleasure to them, or of which the absence is a pain, we have evi- 
dently arrived at a question of fact and experience, dependent, like all similar questions, 
upon evidence. It can only be determined by practiced self-consciousness and self-obser- 
vation, assisted by observation of others. I believe that these sources of evidence, impar- 
tially consulted, will declare chat desiring a thing and finding it pleasant, aversion to it 
and thinking of it as painful, are phenomena entirely inseparable or, rather, two parts of 
the same phenomenon—in strictness of language, two different modes of naming the same 
psychological fact; that to think of an object as desirable (unless for the sake of its con- 
sequences) and to think of it as pleasant are one and the same thing; and that to desire 
anything except in proportion as the idea of it is pleasant is a physical and metaphysical 
impossibility. 

So obvious does this appear to me that I expect it will hardly be disputed; and the 
objection made will be, not that desire can possibly be directed to anything ultimately 
except pleasure and exemption from pain, but that the will is a differenc thing from 
desire; that a person of confirmed virtue or any other person whose purposes are fixed 
carries out his purposes without any thought of the pleasure he has in contemplating 
them or expects to derive from their fulfillment, and persists in acting on them, even 
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though these pleasures are much diminished by changes in his character or decay of his 
passive sensibilities, or are outweighed by the pains which the pursuit of the purposes 
may bring upon him. All this I fully admit and have stated it elsewhere as positively 
and emphatically as anyone. Will, the active phenomenon, is a different thing from de- 
sire, the state of passive sensibility, and, though originally an offshoot from it, may in 
time take root and detach itself from the parent stock, so much so that in the case of a 
habitual purpose, instead of willing the thing because we desire it, we often desire it 
only because we will it. This, however, is but an instance of that familiar fact, the power 
of habit, and is nowise confined to the case of virtuous actions. Many indifferent things 
which men originally did from a motive of some sort they continue to do from habit. 
Sometimes this is done unconsciously, the consciousness coming only after the action; 
at other times with conscious volition, but volition which has become habitual and is 
put in operation by the force of habit, in opposition perhaps to the deliberate prefer- 
ence, as often happens with those who have contracted habits of vicious or hurtful in- 
dulgence. Third and last comes the case in which the habitual act of will in the indi- 
vidual instance is not in contradiction to the general intention prevailing at other times, 
but in fulfillment of it, as in the case of the person of confirmed virtue and of all who 
pursue deliberately and consistently any determinate end. The distinction between will 
and desire thus understood is an authentic and highly important psychological fact; but 
the fact consists solely in this—that will, like all other parts of our constitution, is 
amenable to habit, and that we may will from habit what we no longer desire for it- 
self, or desire only because we will it. It is not the less true that will, in the beginning, 
is entirely produced by desire, including in that term the repelling influence of pain as 
well as the attractive one of pleasure. Let us take into consideration no longer the per- 
son who has a confirmed will to do right, but him in whom that virtuous will is still 
feeble, conquerable by temptation, and not to be fully relied on; by what means can it 
be strengthened? How can the will to be virtuous, where it does not exist in sufficient 
force, be implanted or awakened? Only by making the person desire virtue—by making 
him think of it in a pleasurable light, or of its absence in a painful one. It is by asso- 
ciating the doing right with pleasure, or the wrong with pain, or by eliciting and im- 
pressing and bringing home to the person’s experience the pleasure naturally involved 
in the one or the pain in the other, that it is possible to call forth that will to be vir- 
tuous which, when confirmed, acts without any thought of either pleasure or pain. Will 
is the child of desire, and passes out of the dominion of its parent only to come under 
that of habit. That which is the result of habit affords no presumption of being intrin- 
sically good; and there would be no reason for wishing that the purpose of virtue should 
become independent of pleasure and pain were it not that the influence of the pleasur- 
able and painful associations which prompt to virtue is not sufficiently to be depended 
on for unerring constancy of action until it has acquired the support of habit. Both in 
feeling and in conduct, habit is the only thing which imparts certainty; and it is be- 
cause of the importance to others of being able to rely absolutely on one’s feelings and 
conduct, and to oneself of being able to rely on one’s own, that the will to do right 
ought to be cultivated into this habitual independence. In other words, this state of the 
will is a means to good, not intrinsically a good; and does not contradict the doctrine 
that nothing is a good to human beings but in so far as it is either itself pleasurable or 
a means of attaining pleasure or averting pain. 

But if this doctrine be true, the principle of utility is proved. Whether it is so or not 
must now be left to the consideration of the thoughtful reader. 
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CHAPTER V 


On the Connection Between Justice and Utility 


In all ages an ee one of the wee obstacles to the reception of the doctrine that 
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In the case of this, as of our other moral sentiments, there is no necessary connection 
tw > question of its origi ) s bin rce. That a feeling is bestowed 
on us by nature are not Sa TEAR all i its promptings. The feeling of justice 
might be a peculiar instinct, and might yet require, like our other instincts, to be con- 
trolled and son. If we have intellectual instincts leading us to 
judge in a particular way, as well as animal instincts that prompt us to act in a particular 
way, there is no necessity that the former should be more infallible in their sphere than 
the latter in theirs; it may as well happen that wrong judgments are occasionally suggested 
by those, as wrong actions by these. But though it is one thing to believe that we have 
natural feelings of justice, and another to acknowledge them as an ultimate criterion of 
conduct, these two opinions are very closely connected in point of fact. Mankind are al- 
ways predisposed to believe that any subjective feeling, not otherwise accounted for, is a 
revelation of some objective reality. Our present object is to determine whether the reality 
to which the feeling of justice corresponds is one which needs any such special revelation, 
whether the justice or injustice of an action is a thing intrinsically peculiar and distinct 
from all its other eg or only a combination of certain of those apa HES presented 


more ptšetcisl to examine, as apk a are in general willing enough to sallow that objec- 
tively the dictates of justice coincide with a part of the field of general expediency; but 
inasmuch as the subjective mental feeling of justice is different from that which commonly 
attaches to simple expediency, and, except in the extreme cases of the latter, is far more 
imperative in its demands, people find it difficult to see in justice only a particular kind 
or branch of general utility, and think that its superior binding force requires a totally dif- 
ferent origin. 

To throw light upon this question, it is 
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sity by virtue of the general laws of our emotional constitution, or whether the sentiment 
is inexplicable and requires to be regarded as a special provision of nature. If we find the 
former to be the case, we shall, in resolving this question, have resolved also the main prob- 
lem; if the latter, we shall have to seek for some other mode of investigating it. 
To find the common aaloe of a variety of objects, it is necessary to begin by sur- 
eying the objects themselves in the concrete. Let us therefore advert successively to the 
various 1s modes of action and ingena o human affairs which are classed, by univer- 
sal or widely spread op: as just ¢ unjust. The things well known to excite the sen- 
timents aed ih hore names are of a very multifarious character. I shall pass them 
rapidly in review, without studying any particular arrangement. 
In the — place, it is mostly considered unjust tosdeprive anyone of his personal lib? 
erty, his property, or any other thit i longs to him by law. Here, therefore, is one 
instance a the TSA oF He terms ae and « ‘unjust” in a perfectly definite sense, 
namely, that it is just to respect, unjust to violate, the /egal rights of anyone. But this judg- 
ment admits of several exceptions, arising from the other forms in which the notions of 
justice and injustice present themselves. For example, the person who suffers the depriva- 
tion may (as the phrase is) have forfeited the rights which he is so deprived of—a case to 
which we shall return pem But also— 
Secondly, the legal rights of which 
_ belonged to him; itt obhiBE Sard tre | 
hen it is so or when (which is the same thing for our pipoa it is supposed to be 
so, opinions will differ as to the justice or injustice of infringing it. Some maintain that 
no law, however bad, ought to be disobeyed by an individual citizen; that his opposition 
to it, if shown at all, should only be shown in endeavoring to get it altered by competent 
authority. This opinion (which condemns many of the most illustrious benefactors of 
mankind, and would often protect pernicious institutions against the only weapons which, 
in the state of things existing at the time, have any chance of succeeding against them) is 
defended by those who hold it on grounds of expediency, principally on that of the im- 
portance to the common interest of mankind, of maintaining inviolate the sentiment of 
submission to law. Other persons, again, hold the directly contrary opinion that any law, 
judged to be bad, may blamelessly be disobeyed, even though it be not judged to be un- 
just but only inexpedient, while others would confine the license of disobedience to the 
case of unjust laws; but, again, some say that all laws wh re inexpedient are unjust 
since every law imposes some restriction on the natural liberty of mankind, which re- 
striction is an injustice unless legitimated by tending to their good. Among these diver- 
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form in which the idea of justice is conceived by the general mind. As it involves the no- 
tion of desert, the question arises what constitutes desert? Speaking in a general way, a 


person is understood to deserve good if he does right, evil if he does wrong; and in a more 
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particular sense, to deserve good from those to whom he does or has done good, and evil 
from those to whom he does or has done evil. The precept of returning good for evil has 
never been regarded as a case of the fulfillment of justice, but as one in which the claims 
of justice are waived, in obedience to other considerations. 
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of justice already spoken of, this one is not regarded as absolute, but as capable of being 
overruled by a stronger obligation of justice on the other side, or by such conduct on the 
part of the person concerned as is deemed to absolve us from our obligation to him and to 
constitute a ee x ag cee which he has been led to | ila 
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but rather as instrumental to some other duty; for it is admitted that favor and preference 
are not always censurable, and, indeed, the cases in which they are condemned are rather 
the exception than the rule. A person would be more likely to be blamed than applauded 
for giving his family or friends no superiority in good offices over strangers when he could 
do so without violating any other duty; and no one thinks it unjust to seek one person in 
preference to another as a friend, connection, or companion. Impartiality where rights are 
concerned is of course obligatory, but this is involved in the more general obligation of 
giving to everyone his right. A tribunal, for example, must be impartial because it is 
bound to award, without regard to any other consideration, a disputed object to the one 
of two parties who has the right to it. There are other cases in which impartiality means 
being solely influenced by desert, as with those who, in the capacity of judges, preceptors, 
or parents, administer reward and punishment as such. There are cases, again, in which it 
means being solely influenced by consideration for the public interest, as in making a se- 
lection among candidates for a government employment. Impartiality, in short, as an 
obligation of justice, may be said to mean being exclusively influenced by the considera- 
tions which it is supposed ought to influence the particular case in hand, and resisting so- 
licitation of any motives which prompt to conduct different from what those considera- 
tions would dictate. 
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i ility. Each person maintains EA o except where 
he thinks that expediency requires inequality. The justice of giving equal protection to 
the rights of all is maintained by those who support the most outrageous inequality in the 
rights themselves. Even in slave countries it is theoretically admitted that the rights of the 
slave, such as they are, ought to be as sacred as those of the master, and that a tribunal 
which fails to enforce them with equal strictness is wanting in justice; while, ac the same 

time, institutions which leave to the slave scarcely any rights to enforce are not deemed 
unjust because they are not deemed inexpedient. Those who think that utility requires dis- 
tinctions of rank do not consider it unjust that riches and social privileges should be un- 
equally Leper but those who aa this inequality inexpedient Bs it unjust also. 

V hoever thit at ZOV S sary ! O UST! 1as much inequality as 1s 
constituted by giving to the magistrate powers not g d to other people. Even among 
those who hold leveling doctrines, there are differences of opinion about eum Some 
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communists consider it unjust that the produce of the labor of the community should be 
shared on any other principle than that of exact equality; others think it just that those 
should receive most whose wants are greatest; while others hold that those who work 
harder, or who produce more, or whose services are more valuable to the community, may 
justly claim a larger quota in the division of the produce. And the sense of natural justice 
may be plausibly appealed to in behalf of every one of these apie: 

Among so many diverse applications of the term “justice,” which yet t regarded as 
ambiguous, it is a matter of some difficulty to seize the mental fial idi holds diin to- 
gether, and on which the moral sentiment adhering to the term essentially depends. Per- 
haps, in this embarrassment, some help may be derived from the history of the word, as 
sa stk its etymology. 

7 in all languages, the etymology he word which corresponds to “just 
points distinctly to an origin connected with the ordinances of law. Justum is a form of jus- 
sum, that which has been ordered. Dikaion comes directly from dike, a suit at law. Recht, 
from which came right and righteous, is synonymous with law. The courts of justice, the ad- 
ministration of justice, are the courts and the administration of law. La justice, in French, 
is the established term for judicature. Iam not committing the fallacy, imputed with some 
show of truth to Horne Tooke, of assuming that a word must still continue to mean what 
it originally meant. Etymology is slight evidence of what the idea now signified is, but 
the very best evidence of how it sprang up. There can, I think, be no doubt that the idée 
mère, the primitive element, in the formation of the notion of justice was conformity to 
law. It constituted the entire idea among the Hebrews, up to the birth of Christianity; as 
might be expected in the case of a people whose laws attempted to embrace all subjects 
on which precepts were required, and who believed those laws to be a direct emanation 
from the Supreme Being. But other nations, and in particular the Greeks and Romans, 
who knew that their laws had been made originally, and still continued to be made, by 
men, were not afraid to admit that those men might make bad laws; might do, by law, 
the same things, and from the same motives, which if done by individuals without the 
sanction of law would be called unjust. And hence the sentiment of injustice came to be 
attached, not to all violations of law, but only to violations of such laws as ought to exist, 
including such as ought to exist but do not, and to laws themselves if supposed to be con- 
trary to what ought to be law. In this manner the idea of law and of its injunctions was 
still predominant in the notion of justice, even when the laws actually in force ceased to 
be accepted as the standard of it. 

It is true that mankind consider the idea of justice and its obligations as applicable to 
many things which neither are, nor is it desired that they should be, regulated by law. No- 
body desires that laws should interfere with the whole detail of private life; yet everyone 
allows that in all daily conduct a person may and does show himself to be either just or 
unjust. But even here, the idea of the breach of what ought to be law still lingers in a mod- 
ified shape. It would always give us pleasure, and chime in with our feelings of fitness, that 
acts which we deem unjust should be punished, though we do not always think it expe- 
dient that this should be done by the tribunals. We forego that gratification on account of 
incidental inconveniences. We should be glad to see just conduct enforced and injustice 
repressed, even in the minutest details, if we were not, with reason, afraid of trusting the 
magistrate with so unlimited an amount of power over individuals. When we think that 
a person is bound in justice to do a thing, it is an ordinary form of language to say that 
he ought to be compelled to do it. We should be gratified to see the obligation enforced 
by anybody who had the power. If we see that its enforcement by law would be inexpedi- 
ent, we lament the impossibility, we consider the impunity given to injustice as an evil, 
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and strive to make amends for it by bringing a strong expression of our own and the pub- 
lic pr aa to ma upon the offender. Thus the idea of legal constra S 


THe above is, I think, a true account, as fart as it goes, of ae origin and progressive 
zomo thie tleretjaseice: But we must observe that it contains as yet nothing to dis- 
em that obligation from moral obligation in general. For the truth is that the idea 
of penal sanction, which is the essence of law, enters not only into the conception of in- 
pease — into that pa aslda A a N 
mply | | it—if not by 
ey by mi opinion of his ae creatures; if not Eb opinion, Be the aate of his own 
conscience. This seems the real turning point of the distinction between morality and sim- 
ple expediency. It is a part of the notion of duty in 1 every one of its Pi that a person may 
rightfully be compelled to fulfill it. Duty is be exa person 
as one exacts a debt. Unless we think that it may ‘ted from him, do not call it 
his duty. Reasons of prudence, or the interest of other people, may militate against actu- 
ally exacting it, but the person himself, it is clearly understood, would not be entitled to 
complain. There are other things, on the contrary, which we wish that people should do, 
which we like or admire them for doing, perhaps dislike or despise them for not doing, 
but yet admit that they are not bound to do; it is not a case of moral obligation; we do 
not blame them, that is, we do not think that they are proper objects of punishment. How 
we come by these ideas of deserving and not deserving punishment will appear, perhaps, 
in the sequel; but I think there is no doubt that this on lie 
ons O! right and wrong; that we call any conduct pate or ey instead, some other 


5) 


term nof dislike or disparagement, accor e person ought, or ou; 

it; and we say it would be HSER to vido SO sand SO, OF mae that it 
would be desirable or laudable, according as we would wish to see the person whom it con- 
cerns compelled, or only persuaded and exhorted, to act in that manner.’ 

This, therefore, being the characteristic difference which marks off, not justice, but 
morality in general from the remaining provinces of expediency and worthiness, the char- 
acter is still to be sought which distinguishes justice from other branches of morality. Now 
it is known that ethical writers divide moral duties into two classes, denoted by the ill- 
chosen expressions, dutie | nd of fe ligation; the latter being those in 
which, though the actus obligatory, the aT en occasions of benfoiimimga it are left to our 
choice, as in the case of charity or beneficence, which we are indeed bound to practice but 
not toward any definite person, nor at any Bas Ye time. In the more Pion G 
i a i a jurists, du perfect o | 


tions of morality. In our survey rof jie various s popular acceptations "y justice, m term 
appeared generally to involve the idea of a personal right—a claim on the part of one or 
more individuals, like that which the law gives when it confers a proprietary or other legal 
right. Whether the injustice consists in depriving a person of a possession, or in breaking 
faith with him, or in treating him worse than he deserves, or worse than other people who 
have no greater claims—in each case the supposition implies two things: a wrong done, 
and some assignable person who is wronged. Injustice may also be done by treating a per- 
son better than others; but the wrong in this case is to his competitors, who are also 
assignable persons. It seems to me that this feature in the case—a right in some person, 
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correlative to the moral obligation—constitutes the = difference between j justice and 
age of beneficence. ustice im AE EA 


No one ha a moral tight to our generosity or beneficence because we are not morally 
bound to practice those virtues toward any given individual. And it will be found with 
respect to this as to every correct definition that the instances which seem to conflict with 
it are those which most confirm it. For if a moralist attempts, as some have done, to make 
out that mankind generally, though not any given individual, have a right to all the good 
we can do them, he at once, by that thesis, includes generosity and beneficence within the 
category of justice. He is obliged to say that our utmost exertions are due to our fellow 
creatures, thus assimilating them to a debt; or that nothing less can be a sufficient return 
for what society does for us, thus classing the case as one of gratitude; both of which are 
acknowledged cases of justice, and not of the virtue of beneficence; and whoever does not 
place the distinction between justice and morality in general, where we have now placed 
it, will be found to make no distinction between them at all, but to merge all morality in 
justice. 

Having thus endeavored to determine the distinctive elements which enter into the 
composition of the idea of justice, we are ready to enter on the inquiry whether the feel- 
ing which accompanies the idea is attached to it by a special dispensation of nature, or 
whether it could have grown up, by any known laws, out of the idea itself; and, in par- 
ticular, whether it can have originated in considerations of general expediency. 

I conceive that the sentiment itself does not arise from anything which would com- 
monly or correctly be termed an idea of expediency, but that, though the sentiment does 
not, whatever is moral in it does 


> . 
! ent of justice are the de- 


It is natural to resent and to repel or retaliate any harm done or attempted against our- 
selves or against those with whom we sympathize. The origin of this sentiment it is not 
necessary here to discuss. Whether it be an instinct or a result of intelligence, it is, we 
know, common to all animal nature; for every animal tries to hurt those who have hurt, 
or who it thinks are about to hurt, itself or its young. Human beings, on this point, only 
differ from other animals in two particulars. First, in being capable of sympathizing, not 
solely with their offspring, or, like some of the more noble animals, with some superior 
animal who is kind to them, but with all human, and even with all sentient, beings; sec- 
ondly, in having a more developed intelligence, which gives a wider range to the whole of 
their sentiments, whether self-regarding or sympathetic. By v t his superior intel 

agence; even apart from his superior range of sympathy, a huma g iS Capable of ap 
prenending: etween Nl a pestis Meal 

at any conduct which : 
| g s own, an A Gaseous it be) yang ae 
same superiority of intelligence, joined to the power of sympathizing with human beings 
generally, enables him to attach himself to the his country, or 
mankind in such a manner that any act hurtful to them raises his instinct of sympathy and 
urges him to resistance. 
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The sentiment of justice, in that one of its elements which consists of the desire to pun- 
ish, is thus, I conceive, the natural feeling of retaliation or vengeance, rendered by intel- 
lect and sympathy applicable to those injuries, that is, to those hurts, which wound us 
through, or in common with, society at large. This sentiment, in itself, has nothing moral 
in it; what is moral is the exclusive subordination of it to the social sympathies, so as to 
wait on and obey their call. For the natural feeling would make us resent ete 


whatever eee does that i is e ia Daa to us; but, po me een hy 


to society, uta not stharariSes a ken to yehiemapaledS, and not resenting a hurt to them- 
selves, however painful, unless it be of the kind which society has a common interest with 
them in the repression of. 


It is no 5) Sout oo this doctrine to say that, when we feel our sentiment of jus- 


It ig common Sone riches though the reverse of commend- 
able, to feel resentment merely because we have suffered pain; but a person whose resent- 
ment is really a moral feeling, that is, who considers whether an act is blamable before he 
allows himself to resent it—such a person, though he may not say expressly to himself that 
he is standing up for the interest of society, certainly does feel that he is asserting a rule 
which is for the benefit of others as well as for his own. If he is not feeling this, if he is re- 
garding the act solely as it affects him individually, he is not consciously just; he is not 
concerning himself about the justice of his actions. This is admitted even by anti-utili- 
tarian moralists. When Kant (as before remarked) propounds as the fundamental princi- 
ple of morals, “So act that thy rule of conduct might be a gja as a law by all rational 
beings,” he virtually a edges that 3 ankin ctively, or at least of 
mankind indiscriminately, must TE in ie MiA öf he agent alien conscientiously decid- 
oe on the Eai of the act. Otherwise he uses words ee a AA for that a rule | 

atter selfishness could no / adop onal beings—that there is 
any anpor E in ghe nature of =o to its LO EEA be even plausibly 
maintained. To give any meaning to Kant’s principle, the sense put upon it must be that 
we ought to shape our conduct by a rule which all rational beings might adopt with bene- 
fit to their collective interest. 


To recapitulate: as Pim a 

ment which sanctions the rule. The first must be posed cor 
intended for their good: The other (the T Selenite epaniskm nan- 
fered by those who infringe the rule. There is involved, in addition, the conception of some 


definite person who suffers by the infringement, whose rights (to use the expression ap- 
propriated to the case) are violated by it. And the sentiment of justice appears to me to be 
the animal desire to repel or retaliate a hurt or damage to oneself or to those with whom 
one sympathizes, widened so as to include all persons, by the human capacity of enlarged 
sympathy and the human conception of intelligent self-interest. From the latter elements 
the feeling derives its morality; from the former, its peculiar impressiveness and energy of 
self-assertion. 

I have, throughout, treated the idea of a right residing in the injured person and vio- 


lated by the injury, not as a separate element in the composition of the idea and sentiment, 


are r a A naone: persons, on the one hand, and a demand for pun- 
ishment, on the other. An examination of our own minds, I think, will show that these 


two things include all that we mean when we speak of violation of a right. When we call — 


n EEE lll! 
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the possessio e ( 
has what we dons a sitar claim, on whatever account, to ae something guaran- 
teed to him by society, we say that he has a right to it. If we desire to prove that anything 
does not belong to him by right, we think this done as soon as it is admitted that society 
ought not to take measure for securing it to him, but should leave him to chance or to his 
own exertions. Thus a person is said to have a right to what he can earn in fair professional 
competition, because society ought not to allow any other person to hinder him from en- 
deavoring to earn in that manner as much as he can. But he has not a right to three hun- 
dred a year, though he may happen to be earning it; because society is not called on to pro- 
vide that he shall earn that sum. On the contrary, if he owns ten thousand pounds 
three-per-cent stock, he Aas a right to three hundred a year because society has come under 
an ohlizasipn to ppvidei him with a an income of that amount. 
| syte ething which society ought s 

fa rarest am If the ea goes on to ask why it ought, I can "give Toi no 
other reason than general utility. If that expression does not seem to convey a sufficient 
feeling of the strength of the obligation, nor to account for the peculiar energy of the feel- 
ing, it is because there goes to the composition of the sentiment, not a rational only but 


also an animal element—the thirst for retaliation; and this thirst derives its intensity, as 
well as ne, 0" the extraordinarily important and impressive kind of 
utility which is concerned. interest involved is that of security, to everyone's feelings 
the most vital of all interests. All other earthly benefits are needed by one person, not 
needed by another; and many of them can, if necessary, be cheerfully foregone or replaced 
by something else; but security no human being can possibly do without; on it we depend 
for all our immunity from evil and for the whole value of all and every good, beyond the 
passing moment, since nothing but the gratification of the instant could be of any worth 
to us if we could be deprived of everything the next instant by whoever was momentarily 
stronger than ourselves. Now this most indispensable of all necessaries, after physical nu- 
triment, cannot be had unless the machinery for providing it is kept unintermittedly in 
active play. Our notion, therefore, of the claim we have on our fellow creatures to join in 
making safe for us the very groundwork of our existence gathers feelings around it so much 
more intense than those concerned in any of the more common cases of utility that the dif- 
ference in degree (as is often the case in psychology) becomes a real difference in kind. The 
claim assumes that character of absoluteness, that apparent infinity and incommensura- 
bility with all other considerations which constitute the distinction between the feeling 
of right and wrong and that of ordinary expediency and inexpediency. The feelings con- 
cerned are so powerful, and we count so positively on finding a responsive feeling in oth- 
ers (all being alike interested) that ought and should grow into must, and recognized indis- 
pensability becomes a moral necessity, analogous to physical, and often not inferior to it 


in binding force. 
ot the correct account of the 


If the preceding analysis, or something piam inp its be n 
wh. | gniz - oe m ection of itself—it is hard to understand 


notion of j justice—i 
oper that internal oracle i is sO ambiguous, and why so many things appear either just or 
unjust, according to the light in which they are regarded. 

We are continually informed that utility is an uncertain standard, which every differ- 
ent person interprets differently, and that there is no safety but in the immutable, inef- 
faceable, and unmistakable dictates of justice, which carry their evidence in themselves 
pme are i ana ai the nae cla of opinion. ppose fro n 

; here coule ntre if we take that for our rule, its ap- 
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plication to any given case could leave us in as little doubt as a mathematical demonstra- 
tion. So far is this from being the fact that there is as much difference of opinion, and as 
much discussion, about what is just as about what is useful to society. Not only have dif- 
ferent nations and individuals different notions of justice, but in the mind of one and the 
same individual, justice is not some one rule, principle, or maxim, but many which do not 
always coincide in their dictates, and, in choosing between which, he is guided either by 
some extraneous standard or by his own SS soba 

For instance, 1 


schedessullatiie tical maintain the extreme reverse, are chat to punish persons who have 
attained years of discretion, for their own benefit, is despotism and injustice, since, if the 


matter at issue is solely their own good, to control their own jud t 
of it; but that they m justly be punished to prevent evil to others, this eing the exer- 


eT All ee opinions are S rere sgl sO idama as the question is satis 
as one of justice simply, without going down to the principles which lie under justice and 
are the source of its authority, I am unable to see how any of these reasoners can be refuted. 
For in truth every one of the three builds upon rules of j jesin pantal true. The first 


edged justice of self-defense and the thiid injustice of forcing one person to conform 
to another’s notions of what constitutes his good. The Owenite invokes the admitted prin- 
ciple that it is unjust to punish anyone for what he cannot help. Each is triumphant so 
long as he is not compelled to take into consideration any other maxims of justice than 
the one he has selected; but as soon as their several maxims are brought face to face, each 
Jii seems to have seat’ as much to aid for Be as = others. ee 


These are difficulties: mn have we been m to be such; d many dakia are been 
invented to turn rather than to overcome them. As a refuge from the last of the three, men 
imagined what they called the freedom of the will—fancying that they could not justify 
punishing a man whose will is in a thoroughly hateful state unless it be supposed to have 
come into that state through no influence of anterior circumstances. To escape from the 
other difficulties, a favorite contrivance has been the fiction of a contract whereby at some 
unknown period all the members of society engaged to obey the laws and consented to be 
punished for any disobedience to them, thereby giving to their legislators the right, which 
it is assumed they would not otherwise have had, of punishing them, either for their own 
good or for that of society. This happy thought was considered to get rid of the whole dif- 
ficulty and to legitimate the infliction of punishment, in virtue of another received maxim 
of justice, volenti non fit injuria—that is not unjust which is done with the consent of the 
person who is supposed to be hurt by it. I need hardly remark that, even if the consent 
were not a mere fiction, this maxim is not superior in authority to the others which it is 
brought in to supersede. It is, on the contrary, an instructive specimen of the loose and ir- 
regular manner in which supposed principles of justice grow up. This particular one evi- 
dently came into use as a help to the coarse exigencies of courts of law, which are some- 
times obliged to be content with very uncertain presumptions, on account of the greater 
evils which would often arise from any attempt on their part to cut finer. But even courts 
of law are not able to adhere consistently to the maxim, for they allow voluntary engage- 
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ments to be set aside on the ground of fraud, and sometimes on that of mere mistake or 
misinformation. 

Again, when the legitimacy of inflicting punishment is admitted, how many conflict- 
ing conceptions of justice come to light in discussing the proper apportionment of pun- 
ishments to offenses. No rule on the subject recommends itself so strongly to the primi- 
tive and spontaneous sentiment of justice as the /ex talionis, an eye for an eye and a tooth 
for a tooth. Though this principle of the Jewish and of the Mohammedan law has been 
generally abandoned in Europe as a practical maxim, there is, I suspect, in most minds, a 
secret hankering after it; and when retribution accidentally falls on an offender in that pre- 
cise shape, the general feeling of satisfaction evinced bears witness how natural is the sen- 
timent to which this repayment in kind is acceptable. With many, the test of justice in 
penal infliction is that the punishment should be proportioned to the offense, meaning 
that it should be exactly measured by the moral guilt of the culprit (whatever be their 
standard for measuring moral guilt), the consideration what amount of punishment is nec- 
essary to deter from the offense having nothing to do with the question of justice, in their 
estimation; while there are others to whom that consideration is all in all, who maintain 
that it is not just, at least for man, to inflict on a fellow creature, whatever may be his of- 
fenses, any amount of suffering beyond the least that will suffice to prevent him from re- 
peating, and others from imitating, his misconduct. 

To take another example from a subject already once referred to. In co-operative in- 
dustrial association, is it just or not that talent or skill should give a title to superior re- 
muneration? On the negative side of the question it is argued that whoever does the best 
he can deserves equally well, and ought not in justice to be put in a position of inferi- 
ority for no fault of his own; that superior abilities have already advantages more than 
enough, in the admiration they excite, the personal influence they command, and the in- 
ternal sources of satisfaction attending them, without adding to these a superior share of 
the world’s goods; and that society is bound in justice rather to make compensation to the 
less favored for this unmerited inequality of advantages than to aggravate it. On the con- 
trary side it is contended that society receives more from the more efficient laborer; that, 
his services being more useful, society owes him a larger return for them; that a greater 
share of the joint result is actually his work, and not to allow his claim to it is a kind of 
robbery; that, if he is only to receive as much as others, he can only be justly required to 
produce as much, and to give a smaller amount of time and exertion, proportioned to his 
superior efficiency. Who shall decide between these appeals to conflicting principles of 
justice? Justice has in this case two sides to it, which it is impossible to bring into har- 
mony, and the two disputants have chosen opposite sides; the one looks to what it is just 
that the individual should receive, the other to what it is just that the community should 
give. Each, from his own point of view, is unanswerable; and any choice between them, 
on grounds of justice, must be perfectly arbitrary. Social utility alone can decide the 
preference. 

How many, again, and how irreconcilable are the standards of justice to which refer- 
ence is made in discussing the repartition of taxation. One opinion is that payment to the 
state should be in numerical proportion to pecuniary means. Others think that justice dic- 
tates what they term graduated taxation—taking a higher percentage from those who have 
more to spare. In point of natural justice a strong case might be made for disregarding 
means altogether, and taking the same absolute sum (whenever it could be got) from every- 
one; as the subscribers to a mess or to a club all pay the same sum for the same privileges, 
whether they can all equally afford it or not. Since the protection (it might be said) of law 
and government is afforded to and is equally required by all, there is no injustice in mak- 
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ing all buy it at the same price. Ic is reckoned justice, not injustice, that a dealer should 
charge to all customers the same price for the same article, not a price varying according 
to their means of payment. This doctrine, as applied to taxation, finds no advocates be- 
cause it conflicts so strongly with man’s feelings of humanity and of social expediency, but 
the principle of justice which it invokes is as true and as binding to those which can be 
appealed to against it. Accordingly it exerts a tacit influence on the line of defense em- 
ployed for other modes of assessing taxation. People feel obliged to argue that the state 
does more for the rich man than for the poor, as a justification for its taking more from 
them, though this is in reality not true, for the rich would be far better able to protect 
themselves, in the absence of law or government, than the poor, and indeed would prob- 
ably be successful in converting the poor into their slaves. Others, again, so far defer to 
the same conception of justice as to maintain that all should pay an equal capitation tax 
for the protection of their persons (these being of equal value to all), and an unequal tax 
for the protection of their property, which is unequal. To this others reply that the all of 
one man is as valuable to him as the all of another. From these confusions there is no other 
mode of extrication than the utilitarian. 

Is, then, the difference between the just and the expedient a merely imaginary distinc- 
tion? Have mankind been under a delusion in thinking that justice is a more sacred thing 
than policy, and that the latter ought only to be listened to after the former has been sat- 
isfied? By no means. The exposition we have given of the nature and origin of the senti- 
ment recognizes a real distinction; and no one of those who profess the most sublime con- 
tempt for the consequences of actions as an element in their morality attaches more 
importance to the distinction than I do. While I dispute the pretensions of any theory 
which sets up an imaginary standard of justice not grounded on utility, I account the jus- 
tice which is grounded on utility to be the chief part, and incomparably the most sacred 
and binding part, of all morality. Justice is a name for certain classes of moral rules which 
concern the essentials of human well-being more nearly, and are therefore of more absolute 
obligation, than any other rules for the guidance of life; and the notion which we have 
found to be of the essence of the idea of justice—that of a right residing in an individual— 
implies and testifies to this more binding obligation. 

The moral rules which forbid mankind to hurt one another (in which we must never 
forget to include a wrongful interference with each other’s freedom) are more vital to 
human well-being than any maxims, however important, which only point out the best 
mode of managing some department of human affairs. They have also the peculiarity that 
they are the main element in determining the whole of the social feelings of mankind. It 
is their observance which alone preserves peace among human beings; if obedience to them 
were not the rule, and disobedience the exception, everyone would see in everyone else an 
enemy against whom he must be perpetually guarding himself. What is hardly less im- 
portant, these are the precepts which mankind have the strongest and the most direct in- 
ducements for impressing upon one another. By merely giving to each other prudential 
instruction or exhortation, they may gain, or think they gain, nothing; in inculcating on 
each other the duty of positive beneficence, they have an unmistakable interest, but far less 
in degree; a person may possibly not need the benefits of others, but he always needs that 
they should not do him hurt. Thus the moralities which protect every individual from 
being harmed by others, either directly or by being hindered in his freedom of pursuing 
his own good, are at once those which he himself has most at heart and those which he has 
the strongest interest in publishing and enforcing by word and deed. It is by a person’s 
observance of these chat his fitness to exist as one of the fellowship of human beings is 
tested and decided; for on that depends his being a nuisance or not to those with whom 
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he is in contact. Now it is these moralities primarily which compose the obligations of 
justice. The most marked cases of injustice, and those which give the tone to the feeling 
of repugnance which characterizes the sentiment, are acts of wrongful aggression or 
wrongful exercise of power over someone; the next are those which consist in wrongfully 
withholding from him something which is his due—in both cases inflicting on him a posi- 
tive hurt, either in the form of direct suffering or of the privation of some good which he 
had reasonable ground, either of a physical or of a social kind, for counting upon. 

The same powerful motives which command the observance of these primary morali- 
ties enjoin the punishment of those who violate them; and as the impulses of self-defense, 
of defense of others, and of vengeance are all called forth against such persons, retribution, 
or evil for evil, becomes closely connected with the sentiment of justice, and is universally 
included in the idea. Good for good is also one of the dictates of justice; and this, though 
its social utility is evident, and though it carries with it a natural human feeling, has not 
at first sight that obvious connection with hurt or injury which, existing in the most ele- 
mentary cases of just and unjust, is the source of the characteristic intensity of the senti- 
ment. But the connection, though less obvious, is not less real. He who accepts benefits 
and denies a return of them when needed inflicts a real hurt by disappointing one of the 
most natural and reasonable of expectations, and one which he must at least tacitly have 
encouraged, otherwise the benefits would seldom have been conferred. The important 
rank, among human evils and wrongs, of the disappointment of expectation is shown in 
the fact that it constitutes the principal criminality of two such highly immoral acts as a 
breach of friendship and a breach of promise. Few hurts which human beings can sustain 
are greater, and none wound more, than when that on which they habitually and with full 
assurance relied fails them in the hour of need; and few wrongs are greater than this mere 
withholding of good; none excite more resentment, either in the person suffering or in a 
sympathizing spectator. The principle, therefore, of giving to each what they deserve, that 
is, good for good as well as evil for evil, is not only included within the idea of justice as 
we have defined it, but is a proper object of that intensity of sentiment which places the 
just human estimation above the simply expedient. 

Most of the maxims of justice current in the world, and commonly appealed to in its 
transactions, are simply instrumental to carrying into effect the principles of justice which 
we have now spoken of. That a person is only responsible for what he has done volun- 
tarily, or could voluntarily have avoided, that it is unjust to condemn any person unheard; 
that the punishment ought to be proportioned to the offense, and the like, are maxims in- 
tended to prevent the just principle of evil for evil from being perverted to the infliction 
of evil without that justification. The greater part of these common maxims have come 
into use from the practice of courts of justice, which have been naturally led to a more 
complete recognition and elaboration than was likely to suggest itself to others, of the 
rules necessary to enable them to fulfill their double function—of inflicting punishment 
when due, and of awarding to each person his right. 

That first of judicial virtues, impartiality, is an obligation of justice, partly for the rea- 
son last mentioned, as being a necessary condition of the fulfillment of other obligations 
of justice. But this is not the only source of the exalted rank, among human obligations, 
of those maxims of equality and impartiality, which, both in popular estimation and in 
that of the most enlightened, are included among the precepts of justice. In one point of 
view, they may be considered as corollaries from the principles already laid down. If it is 
a duty to do to each according to his deserts, returning good for good, as well as repress- 
ing evil by evil, it necessarily follows that we should treat all equally well (when no higher 
duty forbids) who have deserved equally well of ws, and that society should treat all equally 
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well who have deserved equally well of it, that is, who have deserved equally well ab- 
solutely. This is the highest abstract standard of social and distributive justice, toward 
which all institutions and the efforts of all virtuous citizens should be made in the utmost 
possible degree to converge. But this great moral duty rests upon a still deeper founda- 
tion, being a direct emanation from the first principle of morals, and not a mere logical 
corollary from secondary or derivative doctrines. It is involved in the very meaning of util- 
ity, or the greatest happiness principle. That principle is a mere form of words without ra- 
tional signification unless one person’s happiness, supposed equal in degree (with the 
proper allowance made for kind), is counted for exactly as much as another’s. Those con- 
ditions being supplied, Bentham’s dictum “everybody to count for one, nobody for more 
than one,” might be written under the principle of utility as an explanatory commentary.’ 
The equal claim of everybody to happiness, in the estimation of the moralist and of the 
legislator, involves an equal claim to all the means of happiness except in so far as the in- 
evitable conditions of human life and the general interest in which that of every individual 
is included set limits to the maxim; and those limits ought to be strictly construed. As 
every other maxim of justice, so this is by no means applied or held applicable universally; 
on the contrary, as I have already remarked, it bends to every person’s ideas of social ex- 
pediency. But in whatever case it is deemed applicable at all, it is held to be the dictate of 
justice. All persons are deemed to have a right to equality of treatment, except when some 
recognized social expediency requires the reverse. And hence all social inequalities which 
have ceased to be considered expedient assume the character, not of simple inexpediency, 
but of injustice, and appear so tyrannical that people are apt to wonder how they ever could 
have been tolerated—forgetful that they themselves, perhaps, tolerate other inequalities 
under an equally mistaken notion of expediency, the correction of which would make that 
which they approve seem quite as monstrous as what they have at last learned to condemn. 
The entire history of social improvement has been a series of transitions by which one cus- 
tom of institution after another, from being a supposed primary necessity of social exis- 
tence, has passed into the rank of a universally stigmatized injustice and tyranny. So it has 
been with the distinctions of slaves and freemen, nobles and serfs, patricians and plebeians; 
and so it will be, and in part already is, with the aristocracies of color, race, and sex. 

It appears from what has been said that justice is a name for certain moral requirements 
which, regarded collectively, stand higher in the scale of social utility, and are therefore of 
more paramount obligation, than any others, though particular cases may occur in which 
some other social duty is so important as to overrule any one of the general maxims of jus- 
tice. Thus, to save a life, it may not only be allowable, but a duty, to steal or take by force 
the necessary food or medicine, or to kidnap and compel to officiate the only qualified 
medical practitioner. In such cases, as we do not call anything justice which is not a virtue, 
we usually say, not that justice must give way to some other moral principle, but that what 
is just in ordinary cases is, by reason of that other principle, not just in the particular case. 
By this useful accommodation of language, the character of indefeasibility attributed to 
justice is kept up, and we are saved from the necessity of maintaining that there can be 
laudable injustice. 

The considerations which have not been adduced resolve, I conceive, the only real dif- 
ficulty in the utilitarian theory of morals. It has always been evident that all cases of jus- 
tice are also cases of expediency; the difference is in the peculiar sentiment which attaches 
to the former, as contradistinguished from the latter. If this characteristic sentiment has 
been sufficiently accounted for; if there is no necessity to assume for it any peculiarity 

of origin; if it is simply the natural feeling of resentment, moralized by being made co- 
extensive with the demands of social good; and if this feeling not only does but ought to 
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exist in all the classes of cases to which the idea of justice corresponds—that idea no longer 
presents itself as a stumbling block to the utilitarian ethics. Justice remains the appropri- 
ate name for certain social utilities which are vastly more important, and therefore more 
absolute and imperative, than any others are as a class (though not more so than others 
may be in particular cases); and which, therefore, ought to be, as well as naturally are, 
guarded by a sentiment, not only different in degree, but also in kind; distinguished from 
the milder feeling which attaches to the mere idea of promoting human pleasure or con- 
venience at once by the more definite nature of its commands and by the sterner charac- 
ter of its sanctions. 


Notes 


1. The author of this essay has reason for believing himself to be the first person who brought the 
word “utilitarian” into use. He did not invent it, but adopted it from a passing expression in Mr. 
Galt’s Annals of the Parish. After using it as a designation for several years, he and others aban- 
doned it from a growing dislike to anything resembling a badge or watchword of sectarian dis- 
tinction. But as a name for one single opinion, not a set of opinions—to denote the recognition 
of utility as a standard, not any particular way of applying it—the term supplies a want in the 
language, and offers, in many cases, a convenient mode of avoiding tiresome circumlocutions. 

2. An opponent, whose intellectual and moral fairness it is a pleasure to acknowledge (the Rev. J. 
Llewellyn Davies), has objected to this passage, saying, “Surely the rightness or wrongness of 
saving a man from drowning does depend very much upon the motive with which it is done. 
Suppose that a tyrant, when his enemy jumped into the sea to escape from him, saved him from 
drowning simply in order that he might inflict upon him more exquisite tortures, would it tend 
to clearness to speak of that rescue as ‘a morally right action’? Or suppose again, according to 
one of the stock illustrations of ethical inquiries, that a man betrayed a trust received from a 
friend, because the discharge of it would fatally injure that friend himself or someone belonging 
to him, would utilitarianism compel one to call the betrayal ‘a crime’ as much as if it had been 
done from the meanest motive?” 

I submit that he who saves another from drowning in order to kill him by torture afterwards 
does not differ only in motive from him who does the same thing from duty or benevolence; the 
act itself is different. The rescue of the man is, in the case supposed, only the necessary first step 
of an act far more atrocious than leaving him to drown would have been. Had Mr. Davies said, 
“The rightness or wrongness of saving a man from drowning does depend very much’—not upon 
the motive, but—“upon the żntention,” no utilitarian would have differed from him. Mr. Davies, 
by an oversight too common not to be quite venial, has in this case confounded the very differ- 
ent ideas of Motive and Intention. There is no point which utilitarian thinkers (and Bentham 
pre-eminently) have taken more pains to illustrate than this. The morality of the action depends 
entirely upon the intention—that is, upon what the agent wills to do. But the motive, that is, 
the feeling which makes him will so to do, if it makes no difference in the act, makes none in 
the morality: though it makes a great difference in our moral estimation of the agent, especially 
if it indicates a good or a bad habitual disposition—a bent of character from which useful, or from 
which hurtful actions are likely to arise. 

{This note appeared in the second edition of Utilitarianism but not in subsequent ones. } 

3. See this point enforced and illustrated by Professor Bain, in an admirable chapter (entitled “The 
Ethical Emotions, or the Moral Sense”), of the second of the two treatises composing his elabo- 
rate and profound work on the Mind. 

4. This implication, in the first principle of the utilitarian scheme, of perfect impartiality between 
persons is regarded by Mr. Herbert Spencer (in his Social Statics) as a disproof of the pretensions 
of utility to be a sufficient guide to right; since (he says) the principle of utility presupposes the 
anterior principle that everybody has an equal right to happiness. It may be more correctly 
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described as supposing that equal amounts of happiness are equally desirable, whether felt by 
the same or different persons. This, however, is not a presupposition, not a premise needful to 
support the principle of utility, but the very principle itself; for what is the principle of utility 
if it be not that “happiness” and “desirable” are synonymous terms? If there is any anterior prin- 
ciple implied, it can be no other than this, that the truths of arithmetic are applicable to the val- 
uation of happiness, as of all other measurable quantities. 

(Mr. Herbert Spencer, in a private communication on the subject of the preceding note, ob- 
jects to being considered an opponent of utilitarianism and states that he regards happiness as 
the ultimate end of morality; but deems that end only partially attainable by empirical gener- 
alizations from the observed results of conduct, and completely attainable only by deducing, 
from the laws of life and the conditions of existence, what kinds of action necessarily tend to pro- 
duce happiness, and what kinds to produce unhappiness. With the exception of the word “nec- 
essarily,” I have no dissent to express from this doctrine; and (omitting that word) I am not aware 
that any modern advocate of utilitarianism is of a different opinion. Bentham, certainly, to whom 
in the Social Statics Mr. Spencer particularly referred, is, least of all writers, chargeable with un- 
willingness to deduce the effect of actions on happiness from the laws of human nature and the 
universal conditions of human life. The common charge against him is of relying too exclusively 
upon such deductions and declining altogether to be bound by the generalizations from specific 
experience which Mr. Spencer thinks that utilitarians generally confine themselves to. My own 
opinion (and, as I collect, Mr. Spencer's) is that in ethics, as in all other branches of scientific 
study, the consilience of the results of both these processes, each corroborating and verifying the 
other, is requisite to give to any general proposition the kind and degree of evidence which con- 
stitutes scientific proof.) 


\ 
Nd 


13. SOREN KIERKEGAARD 


Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) was a Danish philosopher and theologian who stressed the 
importance of human choice and the development of individuality with a Christian frame- 
work. In “Fear and Trembling” he explores the significance of the biblical story of Abraham 
and the possible sacrifice of his son Isaac, the text of which (excerpted from Genesis) is 
reprinted here. 


The time came when God put Abraham to the test. ‘Abraham’, he called, and Abra- 
ham replied, ‘Here | am.’ God said, ‘Take your son Isaac, your only son, whom you 
love, and go to the land of Moriah. There you shall offer him as a sacrifice on one 
of the hills which I will show you.’ So Abraham rose early in the morning and sad- 
dled his ass, and he took with him two of his men and his son Isaac; and he split 
the firewood for the sacrifice, and set out for the place of which God had spoken. 
On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance. He said to 
his men, ‘Stay here with the ass while | and the boy go over there; and when we 
have worshipped we will come back to you.’ So Abraham took the wood for the 
sacrifice and laid it on his son Isaac’s shoulder; he himself carried the fire and the 


382 SOREN KIERKEGAARD 


knife, and the two of them went on together. Isaac said to Abraham, ‘Father’, and 
he answered, ‘What is it, my son?’ Isaac said, ‘Here are the fire and the wood, but 
where is the young beast for the sacrifice?’ Abraham answered, ‘God will provide 
himself with a young beast for a sacrifice, my son.’ And the two of them went on 
together and came to the place of which God had spoken. There Abraham built an 
altar and arranged the wood. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar on 
top of the wood. Then he stretched out his hand and took the knife to kill his son; 
but the angel of the LorD called to him from heaven, ‘Abraham, Abraham.’ He an- 
swered, ‘Here | am.’ The angel of the Lord said, ‘Do not raise your hand against 
the boy; do not touch him. Now | know that you are a God-fearing man. You have 
not withheld from me your son, your only son.’ Abraham looked up, and there he 
Saw a ram caught by its horns in a thicket. So he went and took the ram and of- 
fered it as a sacrifice instead of his son. Abraham named that place Jehovah-jireh;' 
and to this day the saying is: ‘In the mountain of the Loro it was provided.’ Then 
the angel of the Lorp called from heaven a second time to Abraham, ‘This is the 
word of the Lord: By my own self | swear: inasmuch as you have done this and 
have not withheld your son, your only son, | will bless you abundantly and greatly 
multiply your descendants until they are as numerous as the stars in the sky and 
the grains of sand on the sea-shore. Your descendants shall possess the cities of their 
enemies. All nations on earth shall pray to be blessed as your descendants are 
blessed, and this because you have obeyed me.’ 

Abraham went back to his men, and together they returned to Beersheba; and 
there Abraham remained. 


1. That is the Lord will provide. 


Fear and trembling 


PROBLEMA I 


Is there a Teleological Suspension of the Ethical? 


The ethical as such is the universal, and as the universal it applies to everyone, which from 
another angle means that it applies at all times. It rests immanent in itself, has nothing 
outside itself that is its TEAOG [end, purpose] but is itself the teAoc for everything outside 
itself, and when the ethical has absorbed this into itself, it goes not further. The single in- 
dividual, sensately and psychically qualified in immediacy, is the individual who has his 
TEAOS in the universal, and it is his ethical task continually to express himself in this, to 
annul his singularity in order to become the universal. As soon as the single individual as- 
serts himself in his singularity before the universal, he sins, and only by acknowledging 
this can he be reconciled again with the universal. Every time the single individual, after 
having entered the universal, feels an impulse to assert himself as the single individual, 
he is in a spiritual trial [Anfægtelse}, from which he can work himself only by repentantly 
surrendering as the single individual in the universal. If this is the highest that can be 
said of man and his existence, then the ethical is of the same nature as a person’s eternal 
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salvation, which is his t€A0c¢ forevermore and at all times, since it would be a contradic- 
tion for this to be capable of being surrendered (that is, teleologically suspended), because 
as soon as this is suspended it is relinquished, whereas that which is suspended is not re- 
linquished but is preserved in the higher, which is its TEAOG. 

If this is the case, then Hegel is right in “The Good and Conscience,” where he qual- 
ifies man only as the individual and considers this qualification as a “moral form of evil” 
(see especially The Philosophy of Right), which must be annulled {ophævet} in the teleology 
of the moral in such a way that the single individual who remains in that stage either 
sins or is immersed in spiritual trial. But Hegel is wrong in speaking about faith; he is 
wrong in not protesting loudly and clearly against Abraham’s enjoying honor and glory 
as a father of faith when he ought to be sent back to a lower court and shown up as a 
murderer. 

Faith is namely this paradox that the single individual is higher than the universal— 
yet, please note, in such a way that the movement repeats itself, so that after having been 
in the universal he as the single individual isolates himself as higher than the universal. If 
this is not faith, then Abraham is lost, then faith has never existed in the world precisely 
because it has always existed. For if the ethical—that is, social morality—is the highest 
and if there is in a person no residual incommensurability in some way such that this in- 
commensurability is not evil (i.e., the single individual, who is to be expressed in the uni- 
versal), then no categories are needed other than what Greek philosophy had or what can 
be deduced from them by consistent thought. Hegel should not have concealed this, for, 
after all, he had studied Greek philosophy. 

People who are profoundly lacking in learning and are given to clichés are frequently 
heard to say that a light shines over the Christian world, whereas a darkness enshrouds pa- 
ganism. This kind of talk has always struck me as strange, inasmuch as every more thor- 
ough thinker, every more earnest artist still regenerates himself in the eternal youth of the 
Greeks. The explanation for such a statement is that one does not know what one should 
say but only that one must say something. It is quite right to say that paganism did not 
have faith, but if something is supposed to have been said thereby, then one must have a 
clearer understanding of what faith is, for otherwise one falls into such clichés. It is easy 
to explain all existence, faith along with it, without having a conception of what faith is, 
and the one who counts on being admired for such an explanation is not such a bad cal- 
culator, for it is as Boileau says: Un sot trouve toujours un plus sot, qui l'admire {One fool al- 
ways finds a bigger pa who sews him}. 


| Emer — Vet Ml 
such a way, please note, that it is the single individual who, after being subordinate as the 
single individual to the universal, now by means of the universal becomes the single in- 
dividual who as the single individual is superior, that the single i individual as the single 
individual stands ee relation to the absolute. This position cannot be medi- 
ated, for all mediation takes place only by virtue of the universal; it is and remains for all 
eternity a paradox, impervious to thought. And yet faith is this paradox, or else (and I ask 
the reader to bear these consequences in mente {in mind} even though it would be too pro- 
lix for me to write them all down) or else faith has never existed simply because it has al- 
ways existed, or else Abraham is lost. 

It is certainly true that the single individual can easily confuse this paradox with spiri- 
tual trial [Anfægtelse}, but it ought not to be concealed for that reason. It is certainly true 
that many persons may be so constituted that they are repulsed by it, but faith ought not 
therefore to be made into something else to enable one to have it, but one ought rather to 
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admit to not having it, while those who have faith ought to be prepared to set forth some 
characteristics whereby the paradox can be distinguished from a spiritual trial. 

The story of Abraham contains just such a teleological suspension of the ethical. There 
is no dearth of keen minds and careful scholars who have found analogies to it. What their 
wisdom amounts to is the beautiful proposition that basically everything is the same. If 
one looks more closely, I doubt very much that anyone in the whole wide world will find 
one single analogy, except for a later one, which proves nothing if it is certain that Abra- 
ham represents faith and that it is manifested normatively in him, whose life not only is 
the most paradoxical that can be thought but is also so paradoxical that it simply cannot 
be thought. He acts by virtue of the absurd, for it is precisely the absurd that he as the 
single individual is higher than the universal. This paradox cannot be mediated, for as soon 
as Abraham begins to do so, he has to confess that he was in a spiritual trial, and if that 
is the case, he will never sacrifice Isaac, or if he did sacrifice Isaac, then in repentance he 
must come back to the universal. He gets Isaac back again by virtue of the absurd. There- 
fore, Abraham is at no time a tragic hero but is something entirely different, either a mur- 
derer or a man of faith. Abraham does not have the middle term that saves the tragic hero. 
This is why I can understand a tragic hero but cannot understand Abraham, even though 
in a certain demented sense I admire him more than all others. 

In ethical terms, Abraham’s relation to Isaac is quite simply this: the father shall love 
the son more than himself. But within its own confines the ethical has various gradations. 
We shall see whether this story contains any higher expression for the ethical that can ethi- 
cally explain his behavior, can ethically justify his suspending the ethical obligation to the 
son, but without moving beyond the teleology of the ethical. 

When an enterprise of concern to a whole nation is impeded, when such a project is 
halted by divine displeasure, when the angry deity sends a dead calm that mocks every 
effort, when the soothsayer carries out his sad task and announces that the deity demands 
a young girl as sacrifice—then the father must heroically bring this sacrifice. He must 
nobly conceal his agony, even though he could wish he were “the lowly man who dares 
to weep” and not the king who must behave in a kingly manner. Although the lonely 
agony penetrates his breast and there are only three persons in the whole nation who 
know his agony, soon the whole nation will be initiated into his agony and also into his 
deed, that for the welfare of all he will sacrifice her, his daughter, this lovely young girl. 
O bosom! O fair cheeks, flaxen hair (v. 687). And the daughter's tears will agitate him, 
and the father will turn away his face, but the hero must raise the knife. And when the 
news of it reaches the father’s house, the beautiful Greek maidens will blush with en- 
thusiasm, and if the daughter was engaged, her betrothed will not be angry but will be 
proud to share in the father’s deed, for the girl belonged more tenderly to him than to 
the father. 

When the valiant judge who in the hour of need saved Israel binds God and himself in 
one breath by the same promise, he will heroically transform the young maiden’s jubila- 
tion, the beloved daughter's joy to sorrow, and all Israel will sorrow with her over her vir- 
ginal youth. But every freeborn man will understand, every resolute woman will admire 
Jephthah, and every virgin in Israel will wish to behave as his daughter did, because what 
good would it be for Jephthah to win the victory by means of a promise if he did not keep 
it—would not the victory be taken away from the people again? 

When a son forgets his duty, when the state entrusts the sword of judgment to the fa- 
ther, when the laws demand punishment from the father’s hand, then the father must hero- 
ically forget that the guilty one is his son, he must nobly hide his agony, but no one in the 
nation, not even the son, will fail to admire the father, and every time the Roman laws are 
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interpreted, it will be remembered that many interpreted them more learnedly but no one 
more magnificently than Brutus. 

But if Agamemnon, while a favorable wind was taking the fleet under full sail to its 
destination, had dispatched that messenger who fetched Iphigenia to be sacrificed; if Jeph- 
thah, without being bound by any promise that decided the fate of the nation, had said to 
his daughter: Grieve now for two months over your brief youth, and then I will sacrifice 
you; if Brutus had had a righteous son and yet had summoned the lictors to put him to 
death—who would have understood them? If, on being asked why they did this, these 
three men had answered: It is an ordeal in which we are being tried [forsgges]|— would they 
have been better understood? 

When in the crucial moment Agamemnon, Jephthah, and Brutus heroically have over- 
come the agony, heroically have lost the beloved, and have only to complete the task ex- 
ternally, there will never be a noble soul in the world without tears of compassion for their 
agony, of admiration for their deed. But if in the crucial moment these three men were to 
append to the heroic courage with which they bore the agony thertittle phrase: But it will 
not happen anyway—who then would understand them? If they went on to explain: This 
we believe by virtue of the absurd—who would understand them any better, for who 
would not readily understand that it was absurd, but who would understand that one 
could then believe it? 

The difference between the tragic hero and Abraham is very obvious. The tragic hero 
is still within the ethical. He allows an expression of the ethical to have its TEAO< in a 
higher expression of the ethical; he scales down the ethical relation between father and son 
or daughter and father to a feeling that has its dialectic in its relation to the idea of moral 
conduct. Here then can be no question of a teleological suspension of the ethical itself. 

Abraham’s situation is different. By his act he transgressed the ethical altogether and 
had a higher t€A0c outside it, in relation to which he suspended it. For I certainly would 
like to know how Abraham’s act can be related to the universal, whether any point of con- 
tact between what Abraham did and the universal can be found other than that Abraham 
transgressed it. It is not to save a nation, not to uphold the idea of the state that Abraham 
does it; it is not to appease the angry gods. If it were a matter of the deity’s being angry, 
then he was, after all, angry only with Abraham, and Abraham’s act is totally unrelated to 
the universal, is a purely private endeavor. Therefore, while the tragic hero is great because 
of his moral virtue, Abraham is great because of a purely personal virtue. There is no 
higher expression for the ethical in Abraham’s life than that the father shall love the son. 
The ethical in the sense of the moral is entirely beside the point. Insofar as the universal 
was present, it was cryptically in Isaac, hidden, so to speak, in Isaac’s loins, and must cry 
out with Isaac’s mouth: Do not do this, you are destroying everything. 

Why, then, does Abraham do it? For God’s sake and—the two are wholly identical— 
for his own sake. He does it for God’s sake because God demands this proof of his faith; 
he does it for his own sake so that he can prove it. The unity of the two is altogether cor- 
rectly expressed in the word already used to describe this relationship. It is an ordeal, a 
temptation. A temptation—but what does that mean? As a rule, what tempts a person is 
something that will hold him back from doing his duty, but here the temptation is the 
ethical itself, which would hold him back from doing God’s will. But what is duty? Duty 
is simply the expression for God’s will. : 

Here the necessity of a new category for the understanding of Abraham becomes ap- 
ajos . Paganism does not know such a relationship to the divine. The tragic hero does 

lot enter into any private relationship to the divine, but the ethical is the divine, and thus | 
the paradox therein can be mediated in the universal. 
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Abraham cannot be mediated; in other words, he cannot speak. As soon as I speak, I 
express the universal, and if I do not do so, no one can understand me. As soon as Abra- 
ham wants to express himself in the universal, he must declare that his situation is a spiri- 
tual trial [A xfcegte/se}, for he has no higher expression of the universal that ranks above the 
universal he violates. 

Therefore, although Abraham arouses my admiration, he also appalls me. The person 
who denies himself and sacrifices himself because of duty gives up the finite in order to 
grasp the infinite and is adequately assured; the tragic hero gives up the certain for the 
even more certain, and the observer's eye views him with confidence. But the person who 
gives up the universal in order to grasp something even higher that is not the univer- 
sal—what does he do? Is it possible that this can be anything other than a spiritual trial? 
And if it is possible, but the individual makes a mistake, what salvation is there for him? 
He suffers all the agony of the tragic hero, he shatters his joy in the world, he renounces 
everything, and perhaps at the same time he barricades himself from the sublime joy that 
was so precious to him that he would buy it at any price. The observer cannot under- 
stand him at all; neither can his eye rest upon him with confidence. Perhaps the believer's 
intention cannot be carried out at all, because it is inconceivable. Or if it could be done 
but the individual has misunderstood the deity—what salvation would there be for him? 
The tragic hero needs and demands tears, and where is the envious eye so arid that it 
could not weep with Agamemnon, but where is the soul so gone astray that it has the 
audacity to weep for Abraham? The tragic hero finishes his task at a specific moment in 
time, but as time passes he does what is no less significant: he visits the person encom- 
passed by sorrow, who cannot breathe because of his anguished sighs, whose thoughts 
oppress him, heavy with tears. He appears to him, breaks the witchcraft of sorrow, 
loosens the bonds, evokes the tears, and the suffering one forgets his own sufferings in 
those of the tragic hero. One cannot weep over Abraham. One approaches him with a 
horror religiosus, as Israel approached Mount Sinai. What if he himself is distraught, what 
if he had made a mistake, this lonely man who climbs Mount Moriah, whose peak tow- 
ers sky-high over the flatlands of Aulis, what if he is not a sleepwalker safely crossing 
the abyss while the one standing at the foot of the mountain looks up, shakes with anxi- 
ety, and then in his deference and horror does not even dare to call to him?—Thanks, 
once again thanks, to a man who, to a person overwhelmed by life’s sorrows and left be- 
hind naked, reaches out the words, the leafage of language by which he can conceal his 
misery. Thanks to you, great Shakespeare, you who can say everything, everything, every- 
thing just as it is—and yet, why did you never articulate this torment? Did you perhaps 
reserve it for yourself, like the beloved’s name that one cannot bear to have the world 
utter, for with his little secret chat he cannot divulge the poet buys this power of the 
word to tell everybody else’s dark secrets. A poet is not an apostle; he drives out devils 
only by the power of the devil. 

But if the ethical is teleologically suspended in this manner, how does the single indi- 
vidual in whom it is suspended exist? He exists as the single individual in contrast to the 
universal. Does he sin, then, for from the point of view of the idea, this is the form of sin. 
Thus, even though the child does not sin, because it is not conscious of its existence as 
such, its existence, from the point of view of the idea, is nevertheless sin, and the ethical 
makes its claim upon it at all times. If it is denied that this form can be repeated in such 
a way that it is not sin, then judgment has fallen upon Abraham. How did Abraham exist? 
He had faith. This is the paradox by which he remains at the apex, the paradox that he 
cannot explain to anyone else, for the paradox is that he as the single individual places 
himself in an absolute relation to the absolute. Is he justified? Again, his justification is 
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the paradoxical, for if he is, then he is justified not by virtue of being something univer- 
sal but by virtue of being the single individual. 

How does the single individual reassure himself that he is legitimate? It is a simple 
matter to level all existence to the idea of the state or the idea of a society. If this is done, 
it is also simple to mediate, for one never comes to the paradox that the single individual 
as the single individual is higher than the universal, something I can also express sym- 
bolically in a statement by Pythagoras to the effect that the odd number is more perfect 
than the even number. If occasionally there is any response at all these days with regard to 
the paradox, it is likely to be: One judges it by the result. Aware that he is a paradox who 
cannot be understood, a hero who has become a oxavdaAov [offense] to his age will shout 
confidently to his contemporaries: The result will indeed prove that I was justified. This 
cry is rarely heard in our age, inasmuch as it does not produce heroes—this is its defect— 
and it likewise has the advantage that it produces few caricatures. When in our age we 
hear these words: It will be judged by the resulr—then we know at once with whom we 
have the honor of speaking. Those who talk this way are a numerous type whom I shall 
designate under the common name of assistant professors. With security in life, they live 
in their thoughts: they have a permanent position and a secure future in a well-organized state. 
They have hundreds, yes, even thousands of years between them and the earthquakes of 
existence; they are not afraid that such things can be repeated, for then what would the 
police and the newspapers say? Their life task is to judge the great men, judge them ac- 
cording to the result. Such behavior toward greatness betrays a strange mixture of arro- 
gance and wretchedness—arrogance because they feel called to pass judgment, wretched- 
ness because they feel that their lives are in no way allied with the lives of the great. 
Anyone with even a smattering erectioris ingenii {of nobility of nature} never becomes an 
utterly cold and clammy worm, and when he approaches greatness, he is never devoid of 
the thought that since the creation of the world it has been customary for the result to 
come last and that if one is truly going to learn something from greatness one must be 
particularly aware of the beginning. If the one who is to act wants to judge himself by the 
result, he will never begin. Alchough the result may give joy to the entire world, it can- 
not help the hero, for he would not know the result until the whole thing was over, and 
he would not become a hero by that but by making a beginning. 

Moreover, in its dialectic the result (insofar as it is finitude’s response to the infinite 
question) is altogether incongruous with the hero's existence. Or should Abraham’s re- 
ceiving Isaac by a marvel be able to prove that Abraham was justified in relating himself 
as the single individual to the universal? If Abraham actually had sacrificed Isaac, would 
he therefore have been less justified? 

But we are curious about the result, just as we are curious about the way a book turns 
out. We do not want to know anything about the anxiety, the distress, the paradox. We 
carry on an esthetic flirtation with the result. It arrives just as unexpectedly but also just 
as effortlessly as a prize in a lottery, and when we have heard the result, we have built our- 
selves up. And yet no manacled robber of churches is so despicable a criminal as the dne 
who plunders holiness in this way, and not even Judas, who sold his Lord for thirty pieces 
of silver, is more contemptible than someone who peddles greatness in this way. 

It is against my very being to speak inhumanly about greatness, to make it a dim and 
nebulous far-distant shape or to let it be great but devoid of the emergence of the hu- 
manness without which it ceases to be great, for it is not what happens to me that makes 
me great but what I do, and certainly there is no one who believes that someone became 
great by winning the big lottery prize. A person might have been born in lowly circum- 
stances, but I would still require him not to be so inhuman toward himself that he could 
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imagine the king’s castle only at a distance and ambiguously dream of its greatness, and 
destroy it at the same time he elevates it because he elevated it so basely. I require him to 
be man enough to tread confidently and with dignity there as well. He must not be so in- 
human that he insolently violates everything by barging right off the street into the king’s 
hall—he loses more thereby than the king. On the contrary, he should find a joy in ob- 
serving every bidding of propriety with a happy and confident enthusiasm, which is pre- 
cisely what makes him a free spirit. This is merely a metaphor, for that distinction is only 
a very imperfect expression of the distance of spirit. I require every person not to think so 
inhumanly of himself that he does not dare to enter those palaces where the memory of 
the chosen ones lives or even those where they themselves live. He is not to enter rudely 
and foist his affinity upon them. He is to be happy for every time he bows before them, 
but he is to be confident, free of spirit, and always more than a chairwoman, for if he wants 
to be no more than that, he will never get in. And the very thing that is going to help 
him is the anxiety and distress in which the great were tried, for otherwise, if he has any 
backbone, they will only arouse his righteous envy. And anything that can be great only 
at a distance, that someone wants to make great with empty and hollow phrases—is de- 
stroyed by that very person. 

Who was as great in the world as that favored woman, the mother of God, the Virgin 
Mary? And yet how do we speak of her? That she was the favored one among women does 
not make her great, and if it would not be so very odd for those who listen to be able to 
think just as inhumanly as those who speak, then every young girl might ask: Why am I 
not so favored? And if I had nothing else to say, I certainly would not dismiss such a ques- 
tion as stupid, because, viewed abstractly, vis-a-vis a favor, every person is just as entitled 
to it as the other. We leave out the distress, the anxiety, the paradox. My thoughts are as 
pure as anybody’s, and he who can think this way surely has pure thoughts, and, if not, he 
can expect something horrible, for anyone who has once experienced these images cannot 
get rid of them again, and if he sins against them, they take a terrible revenge in a silent 
rage, which is more terrifying than the stridency of ten ravenous critics. To be sure, Mary 
bore the child wondrously, but she nevertheless did it “after the manner of women,” and 
such a time is one of anxiety, distress, and paradox. The angel was indeed a ministering 
spirit, but he was not a meddlesome spirit who went to the other young maidens in Israel 
and said: Do not scorn Mary, the extraordinary is happening to her. The angel went only 
to Mary, and no one could understand her. Has any woman been as infringed upon as was 
Mary, and is it not true here also that the one whom God blesses he curses in the same 
breath? This is the spirit’s view of Mary, and she is by no means—it is revolting to me to 
say it but even more so that people have inanely and unctuously made her out to be thus— 
she is by no means a lady idling in her finery and playing with a divine child. When, de- 
spite this, she said: Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord—then she is great, and I be- 
lieve it should not be difficult to explain why she became the mother of God. She needs 
worldly admiration as little as Abraham needs tears, for she was no heroine and he was no 
hero, but both of them became greater than these, not by being exempted in any way from 
the distress and the agony and the paradox, but became greater by means of these. 

It is great when the poet in presenting his tragic hero for public admiration dares to 
say: Weep for him, for he deserves it. It is great to deserve the tears of those who deserve 
to shed tears. It is great that the poet dares to keep the crowd under restraint, dares to dis- 
cipline men to examine themselves individually to see if they are worthy to weep for the 
hero, for the slop water of the snivellers is a debasement of the sacred. —But even greater 
than all this is the knight of faith’s daring to say to the noble one who wants to weep for 
him: Do not weep for me, but weep for yourself. 
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We are touched, we look back to those beautiful times. Sweet sentimental longing leads 
us to the goal of our desire, to see Christ walking about in the promised land. We forget 
the anxiety, the distress, the paradox. Was it such a simple matter not to make a mistake? 
Was it not terrifying that this man walking around among the others was God? Was it 
not terrifying to sit down to eat with him? Was it such an easy matter to become an apos- 
tle? But the result, the eighteen centuries—that helps, that contributes to this mean de- 
ception whereby we deceive ourselves and others. I do not feel brave enough to wish to be 
contemporary with events like that, but I do not for that reason severely condemn those 
who made a mistake, nor do I depreciate those who saw what was right. 

But I come back to Abraham. During the time before the result, either Abraham was 
a murderer every minute or we stand before a paradox that is higher than all mediations. 

The story of Abraham contains, then, a teleological suspension of the ethical. As the 
single individual he became higher than the universal. This is the paradox, which cannot 
be mediated. How he entered into it is just as inexplicable as how he remains in it. If this 
is not Abraham’s situation, then Abraham is not even a tragic hero but a murderer. It is 
thoughtless to want to go on calling him the father of faith, to speak of it to men who 
have an interest only in words. A person can become a tragic hero through his own 
strength—but not the knight of faith. When a person walks what is in one sense the hard 
road of the tragic hero, there are many who can give him advice, but he who walks the 
narrow road of faith has no one to advise him—no one understands him. Faith is a mar- 
vel, and yet no human being is excluded from it; for that which unites all human life is 

_ passion,’ and faith is a passion. 


PROBLEMA II 


Is there an Absolute Duty to God? 

The ethical is the universal, and as such it is also the divine. Thus it is proper to say that 
every duty is essentially duty to God, but if no more can be said than this, then it is also 
said that I actually have no duty to God. The duty becomes duty by being traced back to 
God, but in the duty itself I do not enter into relation to God. For example, it is a duty 
to love one’s neighbor. It is a duty by its being traced back to God, but in the duty I enter 
into relation not to God but to the neighbor I love. If in this connection I then say that it 
is my duty to love God, I am actually pronouncing only a tautology, inasmuch as “God” 
in a totally abstract sense is here understood as the divine—that is, the universal, that 
is, the duty. The whole existence of the human race rounds itself off as a perfect, self- 
contained sphere, and then the ethical is that which limits and fills at one and the same 
time. God comes to be an invisible vanishing point, an impotent thought; his power is 
only in the ethical, which fills all of existence. Insofar, then, as someone might wish to love 
God in any other sense than this, he is a visionary, is in love with a phantom, which, if it 
only had enough power to speak, would say to him: I do not ask for your love—just stay 
where you belong. Insofar as someone might wish to love God in another way, this love 
would be as implausible as the love Rousseau mentions, whereby a person loves the Kaf- 
firs instead of loving his neighbor. 

Now if this crain of thought is sound, if there is nothing incommensurable in a human 
life, and if the incommensurable that is present is there only by an accident from which 
nothing results insofar as existence is viewed from the idea, then Hegel was right. But he 
was not right in speaking about faith or in permitting Abraham to be regarded as its fa- 
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ther, for in the latter case he has pronounced judgment both on Abraham and on faith. In 
Hegelian philosophy, das Äussere (die Entdusserung) {the outer (the externalization)]} is 
higher than das Innere {the inner]. This is frequently illustrated by an example. The child 
is das Innere, the adult das Aussere, with the result that the child is determined by the ex- 
ternal and, conversely, the adult as das Aussere by the inner. But faith is the paradox that 
interiority is higher than exteriority, or, to call to mind something said earlier, the uneven 
number is higher than the even. 

Thus in the ethical view of life, it is the task of the single individual to strip himself 
of the qualification of interiority and to express this in something external. Every time the 
individual shrinks from it, every time he withholds himself in or slips down again into 
the qualifications of feeling, mood, etc. that belong to interiority, he trespasses, he is im- 
mersed in spiritual trial [Anfegtelse]. The paradox of faith is that there is an interiority that 
is incommensurable with exteriority, an interiority that is not identical, please note, with 
the first but is a new interiority. This must not be overlooked. Recent philosophy has al- 
lowed itself simply to substitute the immediate for “faith.” If that is done, then it is ridicu- 
lous to deny that there has always been faith. This puts faith in the rather commonplace 
company of feelings, moods, idiosyncrasies, vapeurs [vagaries], etc. If so, philosophy may 
be correct in saying that one ought not to stop there. But nothing justifies philosophy in 
using this language. Faith is preceded by a movement of infinity; only then does faith com- 
mence, mec opinate {unexpected}, by virtue of the absurd. This I can certainly understand 
without consequently maintaining that I have faith. If faith is nothing more than philos- 
ophy makes it out to be, then even Socrates went further, much further, instead of the re- 
verse—that he did not attain it. In an intellectual sense, he did make the movement of in- 
finity. His ignorance is the infinite resignation. This task alone is a suitable one for human 
capabilities, even though it is disdained these days; but only when this has been done, only 
when the individual has emptied himself in the infinite, only then has the point been 
reached where faith can break through. 

The paradox of faith, then, is this: that the single individual is higher than the univer- 
sal, that the single individual—to recall a distinction in dogmatics rather rare these days— 
determines his relation to the universal by his relation to the absolute, not his relation to 
the absolute by his relation to the universal. The paradox may also be expressed in this 
way: that there is an absolute duty to God, for in this relationship of duty the individual 
relates himself as the single individual absolutely to the absolute. In this connection, to 
say that it is a duty to love God means something different from the above, for if this duty 
is absolute, then the ethical is reduced to the relative. From this it does not follow that 
the ethical should be invalidated; rather, the ethical receives a completely different ex- 
pression, a paradoxical expression, such as, for example, that love to God may bring the 
knight of faith to give his love to the neighbor—an expression opposite to that which, 
ethically speaking, is duty. 

If this is not the case, then faith has no place in existence, then faith is a spiritual trial 
and Abraham is lost, inasmuch as he gave in to it. 

This paradox cannot be mediated, for it depends specifically on this: that the single in- 
dividual is only the single individual. As soon as this single individual wants to express 
his absolute duty in the universal, becomes conscious of it in the universal, he recognizes 
that he is involved in a spiritual trial, and then, if he really does resist it, he will not ful- 
fill the so-called absolute duty, and if he does not resist it, then he sins, even though his 
act realiter {as a matter of fact} turns out to be what was his absolute duty. What should 
Abraham have done, for instance? If he had said to someone: I love Isaac more than any- 
thing in the world and that is why it is so hard for me to sacrifice him—the other person 


FEAR AND TREMBLING 391 


very likely would have shaken his head and said: Why sacrifice him, then? Or, if the other 
had been smart, he probably would have seen through Abraham and perceived that he was 
manifesting feelings that glaringly contradicted his action. 

The story of Abraham contains such a paradox. The ethical expression for his relation 
to Isaac is that the father must love the son. This ethical relation is reduced to the relative 
in contradistinction to the absolute relation to God. To the question “Why?” Abraham has 
no other answer than that it is an ordeal, a temptation that, as noted above, is a synthesis 
of its being for the sake of God and for his own sake. In fact, these two determinants cor- 
respond in ordinary language. For instance, if we see someone doing something that does 
not conform to the universal, we say that he is hardly doing it for God’s sake, meaning 
thereby that he is doing it for his own sake. The paradox of faith has lost the intermedi- 
ary, that is, the universal. On the one side, it has the expression for the highest egotism 
(to do the terrible act, do it for one’s own sake), on the other side, the expression for the 
most absolute devotion, to do it for God’s sake. Faith itself cannot be mediated into the 
universal, for thereby it is canceled. Faith is this paradox, and the single individual sim- 
ply cannot make himself understandable to anyone. People fancy that the single individual 
can make himself understandable to another single individual in the same situation. Such 
a view would be unthinkable if in our day we were not trying in so many ways to sneak 
slyly into greatness. The one knight of faith cannot help the other at all. Either the single 
individual himself becomes the knight of faith by accepting the paradox or he never be- 
comes one. Partnership in these areas is utterly unthinkable. Only the single individual 
can ever give himself a more explicit explanation of what is to be understood by Isaac. And 
even though an ever so precise determination could be made, generally speaking, of what 
is to be understood by Isaac (which, incidentally, would be a ridiculous self-contradic- 
tion—to bring the single individual, who in fact stands outside the universal, under uni- 
versal categories when he is supposed to act as the single individual who is outside the 
universal), the single individual would never be able to be convinced of this by others, only 
by himself as the single individual. Thus, even if a person were craven and base enough to 
want to become a knight of faith on someone else’s responsibility, he would never come to 
be one, for only the single individual becomes that as the single individual, and this is the 
greatness of it—which I certainly can understand without becoming involved in it, since 
I lack the courage—but this is also the terribleness of it, which I can understand even 
better. 

As we all know, Luke 14:26 offers a remarkable teaching on the absolute duty to God: 
“If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and chil- 
dren and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.” This 
is a hard saying. Who can bear to listen to it? This is the reason, too, that we seldom hear 
it. But this silence is only an escape that is of no avail. Meanwhile, the theological student 
learns that these words appear in the New Testament, and in one or another exegetical re- 
source book he finds the explanation that ptoetv {to hate} in this passage and in a few 
other passages per uetwov [by weakening] means: minus diligo, posthabeo, non colo, nihili 
facio {love less, esteem less, honor not, count as nothing}. The context in which these words 
appear, however, does not seem to confirm this appealing explanation. In the following 
verse we are told that someone who wants to erect a tower first of all makes a rough esti- 
mate to see if he is able to finish it, lest he be mocked later. The close proximity of this 
story and the verse quoted seems to indicate that the words are to be taken in their full 
terror in order that each person may examine himself to see if he can erect the building. 

If that pious and accommodating exegete, who by dickering this way hopes to smuggle 
Christianity into the world, succeeded in convincing one person that grammatically, lin- 
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guistically, and yat àvañoyiav {by analogy} this is the meaning of that passage, then it 
is to be hoped that he at the same time would succeed in convincing the same person that 
Christianity is one of the most miserable things in the world. The teaching that in one of 
its most lyrical outpourings, in which the consciousness of its eternal validity overflows 
most vigorously, has nothing to offer except an overblown word that signifies nothing but 
only suggests that one should be less kind, less attentive, more indifferent, the teaching 
that in the moment it gives the appearance of wanting to say something terrible ends by 
slavering instead of terrifying—that teaching certainly is not worth standing up for. 

The words are terrible, but I dare say that they can be understood without the neces- 
sary consequence that the one who has understood them has the courage to do what he has 
understood. One ought to be sufficiently honest, however, to admit what it says, to admit 
that it is great even though one himself lacks the courage to do it. Anyone who acts thus 
will not exclude himself from participation in this beautiful story, for in a way it does in- 
deed have a kind of comfort for the person who does not have the courage to begin con- 
struction of the tower. But honest he must be, and he must not speak of this lack of courage 
as humility, since, on the contrary, it is pride, whereas the courage of faith is the one and 
only humble courage. 

It is easy to see that if this passage is to have any meaning it must be understood lit- 
erally. God is the one who demands absolute love. Anyone who in demanding a person’s 
love believes that this love is demonstrated by his becoming indifferent to what he other- 
wise cherished is not merely an egotist but is also stupid, and anyone demanding that kind 
of love simultaneously signs his own death sentence insofar as his life is centered in this 
desired love. For example, a man requires his wife to leave her father and mother, but if 
he considers it a demonstration of her extraordinary love to him that she for his sake be- 
came an indifferent and lax daughter etc., then he is far more stupid than the stupid. If he 
had any idea of what love is, he would wish to discover that she was perfect in her love as 
a daughter and sister, and he would see therein that she would love him more than any- 
one in the kingdom. Thus what would be regarded as a sign of egotism and stupidity in 
a person may by the help of an exegete be regarded as a worthy representation of divinity. 

But how to hate them [Luke 14:26}? I shall not review here the human distinction, ei- 
ther to love or to hate, not because I have so much against it, for at least it is passionate, 
but because it is egotistic and does not fit here. But if I regard the task as a paradox, then 
I understand it—that is, I understand it in the way one can understand a paradox. The ab- 
solute duty can lead one to do what ethics would forbid, but it can never lead the knight 
of faith to stop loving. Abraham demonstrates this. In the moment he is about to sacrifice 
Isaac, the ethical expression for what he is doing is: he hates Isaac. But if he actually hates 
Isaac, he can rest assured that God does not demand this of him, for Cain and Abraham 
are not identical. He must love Isaac with his whole soul. Since God claims Isaac, he must, 
if possible, love him even more, and only then can he sacrifice him, for it is indeed this love 
for Isaac that makes his act a sacrifice by its paradoxical contrast to his love for God. But 
the distress and the anxiety in the paradox is that he, humanly speaking, is thoroughly in- 
capable of making himself understandable. Only in the moment when his act is in ab- 
solute contradiction to his feelings, only then does he sacrifice Isaac, but the reality of his 
act is that by which he belongs to the universal, and there he is and remains a murderer. 

Furthermore, the passage in Luke must be understood in such a way that one perceives 
that the knight of faith can achieve no higher expression whatsoever of the universal (as 
the ethical) in which he can save himself. Thus if the Church were to insist on this sacri- 
fice from one of its members, we would have only a tragic hero. The idea of the Church is 
not qualitatively different from the idea of the state. As soon as the single individual can 
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enter into it by a simple mediation, and as soon as the single individual has entered into 
the paradox, he does not arrive at the idea of the Church; he does not get out of the para- 
dox, but he must find therein either his salvation or his damnation. A Church-related hero 
such as that expresses the universal in his act, and there will be no one in the Church, not 
even his father and mother, who does not understand him. But a knight of faith he is not, 
and in fact he has a response different from Abraham's; he does not say that this is an or- 
deal [Provelse} or a temptation {Friste/se} in which he is being tried {forsøges}. 

As a rule, passages such as this one in Luke are not quoted. We are afraid to let people 
loose; we are afraid that the worst will happen as soon as the single individual feels like 
behaving as the single individual. Furthermore, existing as the single individual is con- 
sidered to be the easiest thing in the world, and thus people must be coerced into be- 
coming the universal. J can share neither that fear nor that opinion, and for the same rea- 
son. Anyone who has learned that to exist as the single individual is the most terrible of 
all will not be afraid to say that it is the greatest of all, but he must say this in such a way 
that his words do not become a pitfall for one who is confused but instead help him into 
the universal, although his words could create a little room for greatness. Anyone who does 
not dare to mention such passages does not dare to mention Abraham, either. Moreover, 
to think that existing as the single individual is easy enough contains a very dubious in- 
direct concession with respect to oneself, for anyone who actually has any self-esteem and 
concern for his soul is convinced that the person who lives under his own surveillance alone 
in the big wide world lives more stringently and retired than a maiden in her virgin’s 
bower. It may well be that there are those who need coercion, who, if they were given free 
rein, would abandon themselves like unmanageable animals to selfish appetites. But a per- 
son will demonstrate that he does not belong to them precisely by showing that he knows 
how to speak in fear and trembling, and speak he must out of respect for greatness, so that 
it is not forgotten out of fear of harm, which certainly will not come if he speaks out of a 
knowledge of greatness, a knowledge of its terrors, and if one does not know the terrors, 
one does not know the greatness, either. 

Let us consider in somewhat more detail the distress and anxiety in the paradox of faith. 
The tragic hero relinquishes himself in order to express the universal; the knight of faith 
relinquishes the universal in order to become the single individual. As said previously, 
everything depends on one’s position. Anyone who believes that it is fairly easy to be the 
single individual can always be sure that he is not a knight of faith, for fly-by-nights and 
itinerant geniuses are not men of faith. On the contrary, this knight knows that it is glo- 
rious to belong to the universal. He knows that it is beautiful and beneficial to be the sin- 
gle individual who translates himself into the universal, the one who, so to speak, per- 
sonally produces a trim, clean, and, as far as possible, faultless edition of himself, readable 
by all. He knows that it is refreshing to become understandable to himself in the univer- 
sal in such a way that he understands it, and every individual who understands him in turn 
understands the universal in him, and both rejoice in the security of the universal. He 
knows it is beautiful to be born as the single individual who has his home in the univer- 
sal, his friendly abode, which immediately receives him with open arms if he wants to re- 
main in it. But he also knows that up higher there winds a lonesome trail, steep and nar- 
row; he knows it is dreadful to be born solitary outside of the universal, to walk without 
meeting one single traveler. He knows very well where he is and how he relates to men. 
Humanly speaking, he is mad and cannot make himself understandable to anyone. And 
yet “to be mad” is the mildest expression. If he is not viewed in this way, then he is a hypo- 
crite, and the higher he ascends this path, the more appalling a hypocrite he is. 

The knight of faith knows that it is inspiring to give up himself for the universal, that 
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it takes courage to do it, but that there also is a security in it precisely because it is a giv- 
ing up for the universal. He knows that it is glorious to be understood by everyone of noble 
mind and in such a way that the observer himself is ennobled thereby. This he knows, and 
he feels as if bound; he could wish that this was the task that had been assigned to him. 
In the same way, Abraham now and then could have wished that the task were to love Isaac 
as a father would and should, understandable to all, memorable for all time; he could have 
wished that the task were to sacrifice Isaac to the universal, that he could inspire fathers 
to laudable deeds—and he is almost shocked at the thought that for him such wishes con- 
stitute a spiritual trial [Anfægtelse} and must be treated as such, for he knows that he is 
walking a lonesome path and that he is accomplishing nothing for the universal but is 
himself only being tried {forsøges} and tested [proves}. What did Abraham accomplish for 
the universal? Let me speak humanly about it, purely humanly! It takes him seventy years 
to have the son of old age. It takes him seventy years to get what others get in a hurry and 
enjoy for a long time. Why? Because he is being tested and tempted {fristes}. Is it not mad- 
ness! But Abraham had faith, and only Sarah vacillated and got him to take Hagar as con- 
cubine, but this is also why he had to drive her away. He receives Isaac—then once again 
he has to be tested. He knew that it is glorious to express the universal, glorious to live 
with Isaac. But this is not the task. He knew that it is kingly to sacrifice a son like this to 
the universal; he himself would have found rest therein, and everybody would have rested 
approvingly in his deed, as the vowel rests in its quiescent letter. But that is not the task— 
he is being tested. That Roman commander widely known by his nickname Cunctator 
stopped the enemy by his delaying tactics—in comparison with him, what a procrastina- 
tor Abraham is—but he does not save the state. This is the content of 130 years. Who can 
endure it? Would not his contemporaries, if such may be assumed, have said, “What an 
everlasting procrastination this is; Abraham finally received a son, it took long enough, 
and now he wants to sacrifice him—is he not mad? If he at least could explain why he 
wants to do it, but it is always an ordeal [Provelse}.” Nor could Abraham explain further, 
for his life is like a book under divine confiscation and never becomes publice juris {public 
property}. 

This is the terrifying aspect of it. Anyone who does not perceive this can always be sure 
that he is no knight of faith, but the one who perceives it will not deny that even the most 
tried of tragic heroes dances along in comparison with the knight of faith, who only creeps 
along slowly. Having perceived this and made sure that he does not have the courage to 
understand it, he may then have an intimation of the wondrous glory the knight attains 
in becoming God's confidant, the Lord’s friend, if I may speak purely humanly, in saying 
“You” to God in heaven, whereas even the tragic hero addresses him only in the third 
person. 

The tragic hero is soon finished, and his struggles are soon over; he makes the infinite 
movement and is now secure in the universal. The knight of faith, however, is kept in a 
state of sleeplessness, for he is constantly being tested [proves], and at every moment there 
is the possibility of his returning penitently to the universal, and this possibility may be 
a spiritual trial [Azjfcegrelse} as well as the truth. He cannot get any information on that 
from any man, for in that case he is outside the paradox. 

First and foremost, then, the knight of faith has the passion to concentrate in one sin- 
gle point the whole of the ethical that he violates, in order that he may give himself the 
assurance that he actually loves Isaac with his whole soul.’ If he cannot, he is undergo- 
ing spiritual trial. Next, he has the passion to produce this assurance instantaneously and 
in such a way that it is fully as valid as in the first moment. If he cannot do this, then 
he never moves from the spot, for then he always has to begin all over again. The tragic 
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hero also concentrates in one point the ethical he has teleologically overstepped, but in 
that case he has a stronghold in the universal. The knight of faith has simply and solely 
himself, and therein lies the dreadfulness. Most men live in adherence to an ethical oblig- 
ation in such a way that they let each day have its cares, but then they never attain this 
passionate concentration, this intense consciousness. In achieving this, the tragic hero 
may find the universal helpful in one sense, but the knight of faith is alone in every- 
thing. The tragic hero does it and finds rest in the universal; the knight of faith is con- 
stantly kept in tension. Agamemnon gives up Iphigenia and thereby finds rest in the 
universal, and now he proceeds to sacrifice her. If Agamemnon had not made the move- 
ment, if at the crucial moment his soul, instead of being passionately concentrated, had 
wandered off into the usually silly talk about having several daughters and that vzellescht 
das Ausserordentliche {perhaps the extraordinary} still could happen—then, of course, he 
is no hero but a pauper. Abraham, too, has the concentration of the hero, although it is 
far more difficult for him, since he has no stronghold at all in the universal, but he makes 
one movement more, whereby he gathers his soul back to the marvel. If Abraham had 
not done this, he would have been only an Agamemnon, insofar as it can be otherwise 
explained how wanting to sacrifice Isaac can be justified when the universal is not 
thereby benefited. 

Whether the single individual actually is undergoing a spiritual trial or is a knight of 
faith, only the single individual himself can decide. But from the paradox itself several 
characteristic signs may be inferred that are understandable also to someone not in it. The 
true knight of faith is always absolute isolation; the spurious knight is sectarian. This is 
an attempt to jump off the narrow path of the paradox and become a tragic hero at a bar- 
gain price. The tragic hero expresses the universal and sacrifices himself for it. In place of 
that, the sectarian Punchinello has a private theater, a few good friends and comrades who 
represent the universal just about as well as the court observers in Gu/ddaasen represent 
justice. But the knight of faith, on the other hand, is the paradox; he is the single indi- 
vidual, simply and solely the single individual without any connections and complica- 
tions. This is the dreadfulness the sectarian weakling cannot endure. Instead of learning 
from this that he is incapable of doing the great and then openly admitting it—naturally 
something I cannot but approve, since it is what I myself do—the poor wretch thinks that 
by joining up with other poor wretches he will be able to do it. But it does not work; in 
the world of spirit cheating is not tolerated. A dozen sectarians go arm in arm with one 
another; they are totally ignorant of the solitary spiritual trials that are in store for the 
knight of faith and that he dares not flee precisely because it would be still more dreadful 
if he presumptuously forced his way forward. The sectarians deafen one another with their 
noise and clamor, keep anxiety away with their screeching. A hooting carnival crowd like 
that thinks it is assaulting heaven, believes it is going along the same path as the knight 
of faith, who in the loneliness of the universe never hears another human voice but walks 
alone with his dreadful responsibility. 

The knight of faith is assigned solely to himself; he feels the pain of being unable to 
make himself understandable to others, but he has no vain desire to instruct others. The 
pain is his assurance; vain desire he does not know—for that his soul is too earnest. The 
spurious knight quickly betrays himself by this expertise that he has acquired instantly. 
He by no means grasps what is at stake: that insofar as another individual is to go the same 
path he must become the single individual in the very same way and then does not require 
anyone's advice, least of all the advice of one who wants to intrude. Here again, unable to 
endure the martyrdom of misunderstanding, a person jumps off this path and conveniently 
enough chooses the worldly admiration of expertise. The true knight of faith is a witness, 
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never the teacher, and therein lies the profound humanity, which has much more to it than 
this trifling participation in the woes and welfare of other people that is extolled under the 
name of sympathy, although, on the contrary, it is nothing more than vanity. He who de- 
sires only to be a witness confesses thereby that no man, not even the most unimportant 
man, needs another’s participation or is to be devalued by it in order to raise another's 
value. But since he himself did not obtain at bargain price what he obtained, he does not 
sell it at bargain price, either. He is not so base that he accepts the admiration of men and 
in return gives them his silent contempt; he knows that true greatness is equally accessi- 
ble to all. 

Therefore, either there is an absolute duty to God—and if there is such a thing, it is 
the paradox just described, that the single individual as the single individual is higher 
than the universal and as the single individual stands in an absolute relation to the ab- 
solute—or else faith has never existed because it has always existed, or else Abraham is 
lost, or else one must interpret the passage in Luke 14 as did that appealing exegete and 
explain the similar and corresponding passages in the same way. 


Notes 


1. Lessing has somewhere said something similar from a purely esthetic point of view. He actu- 
ally wants to show in this passage that grief, too, can yield a witty remark. With that in mind, 
he quotes the words spoken on a particular occasion by the unhappy king of England, Edward 
II. In contrast he quotes from Diderot a story about a peasant woman and a remark she made. 
He goes on to say: Auch das war Witz, und noch dazu Witz einer Bäuerin; aber die Umstände 
machten ihn unvermeidlich. Und folglich auch muss man die Entschuldigung der witzigen 
Ausdriicke des Schmerzes und der Betriibniss nicht darin suchen, dass die Person, welche sie 
sagt, eine vornehme, wohlerzogene, verstandige, und auch sonst witzige Person sey; denn die 
Leidenschaften machen alle Menschen wieder gleich: sondern darin, dass wahrscheinlicher Weise ein 
jeder Mensch ohne Unterschied in den namlichen Umständen das naémliche sagen würde. Den 
Gedanken der Bäuerin hatte eine Königin haben können und haben müssen: so wie das, was 
dort der König sagt, auch ein Bauer hatte sagen können und ohne Zweifel würde gesagt haben 
{That also was wit, and the wit of a peasant woman, besides; but the situation made it in- 
evitable. And consequently one must not seek the excuse for the witty expressions of pain and 
sorrow in the fact that the person who said them was a distinguished, well-educated, intelli- 
gent, and also witty person; for the passions make all men equal again: but in this, that in the 
same situation probably every person, without exception, would have said the same thing. A 
queen could have had and must have had the thought of a peasant woman, just as a peasant 
could have said and no doubt would have said what the king said there}. See Sammtliche Werke, 
XXK, pe 223. 

2. May I once again throw some light on the distinction between the collisions of the tragic hero 
and of the knight of faith. The tragic hero assures himself that the ethical obligation 1s totally 
present in him by transforming it into a wish. Agamemnon, for example, can say: To me the 
proof that I am not violating my fatherly duty is that my duty is my one and only wish. Con- 
sequently we have wish and duty face to face with each other. Happy is the life in which they 
coincide, in which my wish is my duty and the reverse, and for most men the task in life is 
simply to adhere to their duty and to transform it by their enthusiasm into their wish. The 
tragic hero gives up his wish in order to fulfill this duty. For the knight of faith, wish and 
duty are also identical, but he is required to give up both. If he wants to relinquish by giving 
up his wish, he finds no rest, for it is indeed his duty. If he wants to adhere to the duty and 
to his wish, he does not become the knight of faith, for the absolute duty specifically demanded 
that he should give it up. The tragic hero found a higher expression of duty but not an ab- 
solute duty. 
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14. ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER 


Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1869) was a German philosopher who maintained that the 
essence of the world is will, that each individual is identical with that will, that the will is with- 
out purpose, and that our lives of blind willing are doomed to misery. 


On the Sufferings of the World 


Unless suffering is the direct and immediate object of life, our existence must entirely fail 
of its aim. It is absurd to look upon the enormous amount of pain that abounds everywhere 
in the world, and originates in needs and necessities inseparable from life itself, as serving 
no purpose at all and the result of mere chance. Each separate misfortune, as it comes, 
seems, no doubt, to be something exceptional; but misfortune in general is the rule. 

I know of no greater absurdity than that propounded by most systems of philosophy in 
declaring evil to be negative in its character. Evil is just what is positive; it makes its own 
existence felt. Leibnitz is particularly concerned to defend this absurdity; and he seeks to 
strengthen his position by using a palpable and paltry sophism. It is the good which is 
negative; in other words, happiness and satisfaction always imply some desire fulfilled, 
some state of pain brought to an end. 

This explains the fact that we generally find pleasure to be not Gy so pleasant as we` 
expected, and pain very much more painful. . 

The pleasure in this world, it has been said, outweighs the pain; or, at any rate, there 
is an even balance between the two. If the reader wishes to see shortly whether this state- 
ment is true, let him compare the respective feelings of two animals, one of which is en- 
gaged in eating the other. 

The best consolation in misfortune or affliction of any kind will be the thought of other 
people who are in a still worse plight than yourself; and this is a form of consolation open 
to every one. But what an awful fate this means for mankind as a whole! 

We are like lambs in a field, disporting themselves under the eye of the butcher, who 
chooses out first one and then another for his prey. So it is that in our good days we are all 
unconscious of the evil Fate may have presently in store for us—sickness, poverty, muti- 
lation, loss of sight or reason. 

No little part of the torment of existence lies in this, that Time is continually pressing 
upon us, never letting us take breath, but always coming after us, like a taskmaster with 
a whip. If at any moment Time stays his hand, it is only when we are delivered over to the 
misery of boredom. 

But misfortune has its uses; for, as our bodily frame would burst asunder if the pres- 
sure of the atmosphere was removed, so, if the lives of men were relieved of all need, hard- 
ship and adversity; if everything they took in hand were successful, they would be so 
swollen with arrogance that, though they might not burst, they would present the spec- 
tacle of unbridled folly—nay, they would go mad. And I may say, further, that a certain 
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amount of care or pain or trouble is necessary for every man at all times. A ship without 
ballast is unstable and will not go straight. 

Certain it is that work, worry, labor and trouble, form the lot of almost all men their whole 
life long. But if all wishes were fulfilled as soon as they arose, how would men occupy their 
lives? what would they do with their time? If the world were a paradise of luxury and ease, 
a land flowing with milk and honey, where every Jack obtained his Jill at once and with- 
out any difficulty, men would either die of boredom or hang themselves; or there would 
be wars, massacres, and murders; so that in the end mankind would inflict more suffering 
on itself than it has now to accept at the hands of Nature. 

In early youth, as we contemplate our coming life, we are like children in a theatre be- 
fore the curtain is raised, sitting there in high spirits and eagerly waiting for the play to 
begin. It is a blessing that we do not know what is really going to happen. Could we fore- 
see it, there are times when children might seem like innocent prisoners, condemned, not 
to death, but to life, and as yet all unconscious of what their sentence means. Neverthe- 
less, every man desires to reach old age; in other words, a state of life of which it may be 
said: “It is bad to-day, and it will be worse to-morrow; and so on till the worst of all.” 

If you try to imagine, as nearly as you can, what an amount of misery, pain and suffer- 
ing of every kind the sun shines upon in its course, you will admit that it would be much 
better if, on the earth as little as on the moon, the sun were able to call forth the phe- 
nomena of life; and if, here as there, the surface were still in a crystalline state. 

Again, you may look upon life as an unprofitable episode, disturbing the blessed calm 
of non-existence. And, in any case, even though things have gone with you tolerably well, 
the longer you live the more clearly you will feel that, on the whole, life is a disappoint- 
ment, nay, a cheat. 

If two men who were friends in their youth meet again when they are old, after being 
separated for a life-time, the chief feeling they will have at the sight of each other will be 
one of complete disappointment at life as a whole; because their thoughts will be carried 
back to that earlier time when life seemed so fair as it lay spread out before them in the 
rosy light of dawn, promised so much—and then performed so little. This feeling will so 
completely predominate over every other that they will not even consider it necessary to 
give it words; but on either side it will be silently assumed, and form the ground-work of 
all they have to talk about. 

He who lives to see two or three generations is like a man who sits some time in the 
conjurer’s booth at a fair, and witnesses the performance twice or thrice in succession. The 
tricks were meant to be seen only once; and when they are no longer a novelty and cease 
to deceive, their effect is gone. 

While no man is much to be envied for his lot, there are countless numbers whose fate 
is to be deplored. 

Life is a task to be done. It is a fine thing to say defunctus est; it means that the man has 
done his task. 

If children were brought into the world by an act of pure reason alone, would the 
human race continue to exist? Would not a man rather have so much sympathy with the 
coming generation as to spare it the burden of existence? or at any rate not take it upon 
himself to impose that burden upon it in cold blood. 

I shall be told, I suppose, that my philosophy is comfortless—because I speak the truth; 
and people prefer to be assured that everything the Lord has made is good. Go to the 
priests, then, and leave philosophers in peace! At any rate, do not ask us to accommodate 
our doctrines to the lessons you have been taught. That is what those rascals of sham 
philosophers will do for you. Ask them for any doctrine you please, and you will get it. 
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Your University professors are bound to preach optimism; and it is an easy and agreeable 
task to upset their theories. 

I have reminded the reader that every state of welfare, every feeling of satisfaction, is 
negative in its character; that is to say, it consists in freedom from pain, which is the posi- 
tive element of existence. It follows, therefore, that the happiness of any given life is to be 
measured, not by its joys and pleasures, but by the extent to which it has been free from 
suffering—from positive evil. If this is the true standpoint, the lower animals appear to 
enjoy a happier destiny than man. Let us examine the matter a little more closely. 

However varied the forms that human happiness and misery may take, leading a man 
to seek the one and shun the other, the material basis of it all is bodily pleasure or bodily 
pain. This basis is very restricted: it is simply health, food, protection from wet and cold, 
the satisfaction of the sexual instinct; or else the absence of these things. Consequently, as 
far as real physical pleasure is concerned, the man is not better off than the brute, except 
in so far as the higher possibilities of his nervous system make him more sensitive to every 
kind of pleasure, but also, it must be remembered, to every kind of pain. But then com- 
pared with the brute, how much stronger are the passions aroused in him! what an im- 
measurable difference there is in the depth and vehemence of his emotions!—and yet, in 
the one case, as in the other, all to produce the same result in the end: namely, health, food, 
clothing, and so on. 

The chief source of all this passion is that thought for what is absent and future, which, 
with man, exercises such a powerful influence upon all he does. It is this that is the real 
origin of his cares, his hopes, his fears—emotions which affect him much more deeply than 
could ever be the case with those present joys and sufferings to which the brute is con- 
fined. In his powers of reflection, memory and foresight, man possesses, as it were, a ma- 
chine for condensing and storing up his pleasures and his sorrows. But the brute has noth- 
ing of the kind; whenever it is in pain, it is as though it were suffering for the first time, 
even though the same thing should have previously happened to it times out of number. 
It has no power of summing up its feelings. Hence its careless and placid temper: how 
much it is to be envied! But in man reflection comes in, with all the emotions to which 
it gives rise; and taking up the same elements of pleasure and pain which are common to 
him and the brute, it develops his susceptibility to happiness and misery to such a degree 
that, at one moment the man is brought in an instant to a state of delight that may even 
prove fatal, at another to the depths of despair and suicide. 

If we carry our analysis a step further, we shall find that, in order to increase his plea- 
sures, man has intentionally added to the number and pressure of his needs, which in their 
original state were not much more difficult to satisfy than those of the brute. Hence lux- 
ury in all its forms; delicate food, the use of tobacco and opium, spirituous liquors, fine 
clothes, and the thousand and one things that he considers necessary to his existence. 

And above and beyond all this, there is a separate and peculiar source of pleasure, and 
consequently of pain, which man has established for himself, also as the result of using his 
powers of reflection; and this occupies him out of all proportion to its value, nay, almost 
more than all his other interests put together—I mean ambition and the feeling of honor 
and shame; in plain words, what he thinks about the opinion other people have of him. 
Taking a thousand forms, often very strange ones, this becomes the goal of almost all the 
efforts he makes that are not rooted in physical pleasure or pain. It is true that besides the 
sources of pleasures which he has in common with the brute, man has the pleasures of the 
mind as well. These admit of many gradations, from the most innocent trifling or the mer- 
est talk up to the highest intellectual achievements; but there is the accompanying bore- 
dom to be set against them on the side of suffering. Boredom is a form of suffering un- 
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known to brutes, at any rate in their natural state; it is only the very cleverest of them who 
show faint traces of it when they are domesticated; whereas in the case of man it has be- 
come a downright scourge. The crowd of miserable wretches whose one aim in life is to 
fill their purses but never to put anything into their heads, offers a singular instance of 
this torment of boredom. Their wealth becomes a punishment by delivering them up to 
misery of having nothing to do; for, to escape it, they will rush about in all directions, 
traveling here, there and everywhere. No sooner do they arrive in a place than they are anx- 
ious to know what amusements it affords; just as though they were beggars asking where 
they could receive a dole! Of a truth, need and boredom are the two poles of human life. 
Finally, I may mention that as regards the sexual relation, a man is committed to a pecu- 
liar arrangement which drives him obstinately to choose one person. This feeling grows, 
now and then, into a more or less passionate love,’ which is the source of little pleasure 
and much suffering. 

It is, however, a wonderful thing that the mere addition of thought should serve to raise 
such a vast and lofty structure of human happiness and misery; resting, too, on the same 
narrow basis of joy and sorrow as man holds in common with the brute, and exposing him 
to such violent emotions, to so many storms of passion, so much convulsion of feeling, that 
what he has suffered stands written and may be read in the lines on his face. And yet, when 
all is told, he has been struggling ultimately for the very same things as the brute has at- 
tained, and with an incomparably smaller expenditure of passion and pain. 

But all this contributes to increase the measures of suffering in human life out of all 
proportion to its pleasures; and the pains of life are made much worse for man by the fact 
that death is something very real to him. The brute flies from death instinctively without 
really knowing what it is, and therefore without ever contemplating it in the way natural 
to a man, who has this prospect always before his eyes. So that even if only a few brutes 
die a natural death, and most of them live only just long enough to transmit their species, 
and then, if not earlier, become the prey of some other animal,—whilst man, on the other 
hand, manages to make so-called natural death the rule, to which, however, there are a 
good many exceptions,—the advantage is on the side of the brute, for the reason stated 
above. But the fact is that man attains the natural term of years just as seldom as the brute; 
because the unnatural way in which he lives, and the strain of work and emotion, lead to 
a degeneration of the race; and so his goal is not often reached. 

The brute is much more content with mere existence than man; the plant is wholly so; 
and man finds satisfaction in it just in proportion as he is dull and obtuse. Accordingly, 
the life of the brute carries less of sorrow with it, but also less of joy, when compared with 
the life of man; and while this may be traced, on the one side, to freedom from the tor- 
ment of care and anxiety, it is also due to the fact that bope, in any real sense, is unknown 
to the brute. It is thus deprived of any share in that which gives us the most and best of 
our joys and pleasures, the mental anticipation of a happy future, and the inspiriting play 
of phantasy, both of which we owe to our power of imagination. If the brute is free from 
care, it is also, in this sense, without hope; in either case, because its consciousness is lim- 
ited to the present moment, to what it can actually see before it. The brute is an embodi- 
ment of present impulses, and hence what elements of fear and hope exist in its nature— 
and they do not go very far—arise only in relation to objects that lie before it and within 
reach of those impulses: whereas a man’s range of vision embraces the whole of his life, and 
extends far into the past and future. 

Following upon this, there is one respect in which brutes show real wisdom when com- 
pared with us—lI mean, their quiet, placid enjoyment of the present moment. The tran- 
quility of mind which this seems to give them often puts us to shame for the many times 
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we allow our thoughts and our cares to make us restless and discontented. And, in fact, 
those pleasures of hope and anticipation which I have been mentioning are not to be had 
for nothing. The delight which a man has in hoping for and looking forward to some spe- 
cial satisfaction is a part of the real pleasure attaching to it enjoyed in advance. This is af- 
terwards deducted; for the more we look forward to anything, the less satisfaction we find 
in it when it comes. But the brute’s enjoyment is not anticipated, and therefore, suffers no 
deduction; so that the actual pleasure of the moment comes to it whole and unimpaired. 
In the same way, too, evil presses upon the brute only with its own intrinsic weight; 
whereas with us the fear of its coming often makes its burden ten times more grievous. 

It is just this characteristic way in which the brute gives itself up entirely to the pres- 
ent moment that contributes so much to the delight we take in our domestic pets. They 
are the present moment personified, and in some respects they make us feel the value of 
every hour that is free from trouble and annoyance, which we, with our thoughts and pre- 
occupations, mostly disregard. But man, that selfish and heartless creature, misuses this 
quality of the brute to be more content than we are with mere existence, and often works 
it to such an extent that he allows the brute absolutely nothing more than mere, bare life. 
The bird which was made so that it might rove over half of the world, he shuts up into 
the space of a cubic foot, there to die a slow death in longing and crying for freedom; for 
in a cage it does not sing for the pleasure of it. And when I see how man misuses the dog, 
his best friend; how he ties up this intelligent animal with a chain, I feel the deepest sym- 
pathy with the brute and burning indignation against its master. 

We shall see later that by taking a very high standpoint it is possible to justify the suf- 
ferings of mankind. But this justification cannot apply to animals, whose sufferings, while 
in a great measure brought about by men, are often considerable even apart from their 
agency. And so we are forced to ask, Why and for what purpose does all this torment and 
agony exist? There is nothing here to give the will pause; it is not free to deny itself and 
so obtain redemption. There is only one consideration that may serve to explain the suf- 
ferings of animals. It is this: that the will to live, which underlies the whole world of phe- 
nomena, must, in their case satisfy its cravings by feeding upon itself. This it does by form- 
ing a gradation of phenomena, every one of which exists at the expense of another. I have 
shown, however, that the capacity for suffering is less in animals than in man. Any further 
explanation that may be given of their fate will be in the nature of hypothesis, if not ac- 
tually mythical in its character; and I may leave the reader to speculate upon the matter 
for himself. 

Brahma is said to have produced the world by a kind of fall or mistake; and in order to 
atone for his folly, he is bound to remain in it himself uncil he works out his redemption. 
As an account of the origin of things, that is admirable! According to the doctrines of Bud- 
dhism, the world came into being as the result of some inexplicable disturbance in the 
heavenly calm of Nirvana, that blessed state obtained by expiation, which had endured so 
long a time—the change taking place by a kind of fatality. This explanation must be un- 
derstood as having at bottom some moral bearing; although it is illustrated by an exactly 
parallel theory in the domain of physical science, which places the origin of the sun in a 
primitive streak of mist, formed one knows not how. Subsequently, by a series of moral er- 
rors, the world became gradually worse and worse—true of the physical orders as well— 
until ic assumed the dismal aspect it wears to-day. Excellent! The Greeks looked upon the 
world and the gods as the work of an inscrutable necessity. A passable explanation: we may 
be content with it until we can get a better. Again, Ormuzd and Ahriman are rival powers, 
continually at war. That is not bad. But that a God like Jehovah should have created this 
world of misery and woe, out of pure caprice, and because he enjoyed doing it, and should 
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then have clapped his hands in praise of his own work, and declared everything to be very 
good—that will not do at all! In its explanation of the origin of the world, Judaism is in- 
ferior to any other form of religious doctrine professed by a civilized nation; and it is quite 
in keeping with this that it is the only one which presents no trace whatever of any belief 
in the immortality of the soul. 

Even though Leibnitz’ contention, that this is the best of all possible worlds, were cor- 
rect, that would not justify God in having created it. For he is the Creator not of the world 
only, but of possibility itself; and, therefore, he ought to have so ordered possibility as that 
it would admit of something better. 

There are two things which make it impossible to believe that this world is the suc- 
cessful work of an all-wise, all-good, and, at the same time, all-powerful Being; firstly, the 
misery which abounds in it everywhere; and secondly, the obvious imperfection of its high- 
est product, man, who is a burlesque of what he should be. These things cannot be rec- 
onciled with any such belief. On the contrary, they are just the facts which support what 
I have been saying; they are our authority for viewing the world as the outcome of our own 
misdeeds, and therefore, as something that had better not have been. Whilst, under the 
former hypothesis, they amount to a bitter accusation against the Creator, and supply ma- 
terial for sarcasm; under the latter they form an indictment against our own nature, our 
own will, and teach us a lesson of humility. They lead us to see that, like the children of 
a libertine, we come into the world with the burden of sin upon us; and that it is only 
through having continually to atone for this sin that our existence is so miserable, and that 
its end is death. 

There is nothing more certain than the general truth that it is the grievous sn of the 
world which has produced the grievous suffering of the world. I am not referring here to the 
physical connection between these two things lying in the realm of experience; my mean- 
ing is metaphysical. Accordingly, the sole thing that reconciles me to the Old Testament 
is the story of the Fall. In my eyes, it is the only metaphysical truth in that book, even 
though it appears in the form of an allegory. There seems to me no better explanation of 
our existence than that it is the result of some false step, some sin of which we are paying 
the penalty. I cannot refrain from recommending the thoughtful reader a popular, but at 
the same time, profound treatise on this subject by Claudius which exhibits the essentially 
pessimistic spirit of Christianity. It is entitled: Cursed is the ground for thy sake. 

Between the ethics of the Greeks and the ethics of the Hindoos, there is a glaring con- 
trast. In the one case (with the exception, it must be confessed, of Plato), the object of 
ethics is to enable a man to lead a happy life; in the other, it is to free and redeem him 
from life altogether—as is directly stated in the very first words of the Sankhya Karika. 

Allied with this is the contrast between the Greek and the Christian idea of death. It 
is strikingly presented in a visible form ona fine antique sarcophagus in the gallery of Flo- 
rence, which exhibits, in relief, the whole series of ceremonies attending a wedding in an- 
cient times, from the formal offer to the evening when Hymen’s torch lights the happy 
couple home. Compare with that the Christian coffin, draped in mournful black and sur- 
mounted with a crucifix! How much significance there is in these two ways of finding com- 
fort in death. They are opposed to each other, but each is right. The one points to the af- 
firmation of the will to live, which remains sure of life for all time, however rapidly its 
forms may change. The other, in the symbol of suffering and death, points to the denial of 
the will to live, to redemption from this world, the domain of death and devil. And in the 
question between the affirmation and the denial of the will to live, Christianity is in the 
last resort right. 

The contrast which the New Testament presents when compared with the Old, ac- 
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cording to the ecclesiastical view of the matter, is just that existing between my ethical 
system and the moral philosophy of Europe. The Old Testament represents man as under 
the dominion of Law, in which, however, there is no redemption. The New Testament de- 
clares Law to have failed, frees man from its dominion,’ and in its stead preaches the king- 
dom of grace, to be won by faith, love of neighbor and entire sacrifice of self. This is the 
path of redemption from the evil of the world. The spirit of the New Testament is un- 
doubtedly asceticism, however your protestants and rationalists may twist it to suit their 
purpose. Asceticism is the denial of the will to live; and the transition from the Old Tes- 
tament to the New, from the dominion of Law to that of Faith, from justification by works 
to redemption through the Mediator, from the domain of sin and death to eternal life in 
Christ, means, when taken in its real sense, the transition from the merely moral virtues 
to the denial of the will to live. My philosophy shows the metaphysical foundation of jus- 
tice and the love of mankind, and points to the goal to which these virtues necessarily lead, 
if they are practised in perfection. At the same time it is candid-in confessing that a man 
must turn his back upon the world, and that the denial of the will to live is the way of re- 
demption. It is therefore really at one with the spirit of the New Testament, whilst all 
other systems are couched in the spirit of the Old; that is to say, theoretically as well as 
practically, their result is Judaism—mere despotic theism. In this sense, then, my doctrine 
might be called the only true Christian philosophy—however paradoxical a statement this 
may seem to people who take superficial views instead of penetrating to the heart of the 
matter. 

If you want a safe compass to guide you through life, and to banish all doubt as to the 
right way of looking at it, you cannot do better than accustom yourself to regard this world 
as a penitentiary, a sort of a penal colony. Amongst the Christian Fathers, Origen, with 
praiseworthy courage, took this view,’ which is further justified by certain objective theo- 
ries of life. I refer, not to my own philosophy alone, but to the wisdom of all ages, as ex- 
pressed in Brahmanism and Buddhism, and in the sayings of Greek philosophers like 
Empedocles and Pythagoras; as also by Cicero, in his remark that the wise men of old used 
to teach that we come into this world to pay the penalty of crime committed in another 
state of existence—a doctrine which formed part of the initiation into the mysteries.’ And 
Vanini—whom his contemporaries burned, finding that an easier task than to confute 
him—puts the same thing in a very forcible way. Man, he says, 7s so full of every kind of mis- 
ery that, were it not repugnant to the Christian religion, I should venture to affirm that if evil spir- 
its exist at all, they have passed into human form and are now atoning for their crimes.’ And true 
Christianity—using the word in its right sense—also regards our existence as the conse- 
quence of sin and error. 

If you accustom yourself to this view of life you will regulate your expectations ac- 
cordingly, and cease to look upon all its disagreeable incidents, great and small, its suf- 
ferings, its worries, its misery, as anything unusual or irregular; nay, you will find chat 
everything is as it should be, in a world where each of us pays the penalty of existence in 
his own peculiar way. Amongst the evils of a penal colony is the society of those who form 
it; and if the reader is worthy of better company, he will need no words from me to re- 
mind him of what he has to put up with at present. If he has a soul above the common, 
or if he is a man of genius, he will occasionally feel like some noble prisoner of state, con- 
demned to work in the galleys with common criminals; and he will follow his example 
and try to isolate himself. 

In general, however, it should be said that this view of life will enable us to contem- 
plate the so-called imperfections of the great majority of men, their moral and intellectual 
deficiencies and the resulting base type of countenance, without any surprise, to say noth- 
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ing of indignation; for we shall never cease to reflect where we are, and that the men about 
us are beings conceived and born in sin, and living to atone for it. That is what Chris- 
tianity means in speaking of the sinful nature of man. 

Pardon’s the word to all!® Whatever folly men commit, be their shortcomings or their 
vices what they may, let us exercise forbearance; remembering that when these faults ap- 
pear in others, it is our follies and vices that we behold. They are the shortcomings of hu- 
manity, to which we belong; whose faults, one and all, we share; yes, even those very faults 
at which we now wax so indignant, merely because they have not yet appeared in our- 
selves. They are faults that do not lie on the surface. But they exist down there in the 
depths of our nature; and should anything call them forth, they will come and show them- 
selves, just as we now see them in others. One man, it is true, may have faults that are ab- 
sent in his fellow; and it is undeniable that the sum total of bad qualities is in some cases 
very large; for the difference of individuality between man and man passes all measure. 

In fact, the conviction that the world and man is something that had better not have 
been, is of a kind to fill us with indulgence towards one another. Nay, from this point of 
view, we might well consider the proper form of address to be, not Monsieur, Sir, mein Herr, 
but my fellow-sufferer, Soc? malorum, compagnon de miseres! This may perhaps sound strange, 
but it is in keeping with the facts; it puts others in a right light; and it reminds us of that 
which is after all the most necessary thing in life—the tolerance, patience, regard, and love 
of neighbor, of which everyone stands in need, and which, therefore, every man owes to 
his fellow. 


Notes 


1. I have treated this subject at length in “The Metaphysics of the Love of the Sexes.” 
De ee ere 

3. Augustine, De Civitate Dei, L. xi. c. 23. 

4. Cf. Fragmenta de philosophia. 

5. De admirandis naturae arcanis; dial. L. p. 35. 

6. “Cymbeline,” Act v.Sc.. 5. 


15. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 


Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was a German philosopher and classical scholar whose un- 
conventional views and aphoristic style of writing led to his being regarded as one of the most 
controversial figures in the history of modern philosophy. He claimed that traditional notions 
of good and evil embodied a slave morality that needed to be transcended by a higher form 
of humanity that would lead toward the enhancement of life in a world without God. 
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Beyond Good and Evil 


THE NATURAL HISTORY OF MORALS 


The moral sentiment in Europe at present is perhaps as subtle, belated, diverse, sensitive, 
and refined, as the “Science of Morals” belonging thereto is recent, initial, awkward, and 
coarse-fingered:—an interesting contrast, which sometimes becomes incarnate and obvi- 
ous in the very person of a moralist. Indeed, the expression, “Science of Morals” is, in re- 
spect to what is designated thereby, far too presumptuous and counter to good taste,— 
which is always a foretaste of more ‘modest expressions. One ought to avow with the 
utmost fairness what is still necessary here for a long time, what is alone proper for the 
present: namely, the collection of material, the comprehensive survey and classification of 
an immense domain of delicate sentiments of worth, and distinctions of worth, which live, 

grow, propagate, and perish—and perhaps attempts to give a clear idea of the recurring 
and more common forms of these living crystallisations—as preparation for a theory of types 
of morality. To be sure, people have not hitherto been so modest. All the philosophers, 
with a pedantic and ridiculous seriousness, demanded of themselves something very much 
higher, more pretentious, and ceremonious, when they concerned themselves with mor- 
ality as a science: they wanted to give a basis to morality—and every philosopher hitherto 
has believed that he has given it a basis; morality itself, however, has been regarded as 
something “given.” How far from their awkward pride was the seemingly insignificant 
problem—left in dust and decay—of a description of forms of morality, notwithstanding 
that the finest hands and senses could hardly be fine enough for it! It was precisely owing 
to moral philosophers knowing the moral facts imperfectly, in an arbitrary epitome, or an 
accidental abridgment—perhaps as the morality of their environment, their position, their 
church, their Zeztgezst, their climate and zone—it was precisely because they were badly 
instructed with regard to nations, eras, and past ages, and were by no means eager to know 
about these matters, that they did not even come in sight of the real problems of morals— 
problems which only disclose themselves by a comparison of many kinds of morality. In 
every “Science of Morals” hitherto, strange as it may sound, the problem of morality itself 
has been omitted: there has been no suspicion that there was anything problematic there! 
“That which philosophers called “giving a basis to morality,” and endeavoured to realise, 
has, when seen in a right light, proved merely a learned form of good faith in prevailing 
morality, a new means of its expression, consequently just a matter-of-fact within the sphere 
of a definite morality, yea, in its ultimate motive, a sort of denial that it is /zwfwl for this 
morality to be called in question—and in any case the reverse of the testing, analysing, 
doubting, and vivisecting of this very faith. Hear, for instance, with what innocence— 
almost worthy of honour—Schopenhauer represents his own task, and draw your conclu- 
sions concerning the scientificalness of a “Science” whose latest master still talks in the 
strain of children and old wives: “The principle,” he says (page 136 of the Grundprobleme 
der Ethik'), “the axiom about the purport of which all moralists are practically agreed: 
neminem læde, immo omnes quantum potes juva—is really the proposition which all moral 
_teachers strive to establish, . . . the real basis of ethics which has been sought, like 
“the philosopher's stone, for centuries.” —The difficulty of establishing the proposition 
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referred to may indeed be great—it is well known that Schopenhauer also was unsuccess- 
ful in his efforts; and whoever has thoroughly realised how absurdly false and sentimental 
this proposition is, in a world whose essence is Will to Power, may be reminded that 
Schopenhauer, although a pessimist, actually—played the flute . . . daily after dinner: 
one may read about the matter in his biography. A question by the way: a pessimist, a re- 
pudiator of God and of the world, who makes a halt at morality—who assents to morality, 
and plays the flute to /ede-neminem morals, what? Is that really—a pessimist? 

Apart from the value of such assertions as “there is a categorical imperative in us,” one 
can always ask: What does such an assertion indicate about him who makes it? There are 
systems of morals which are meant to justify their author in the eyes of other people; other 
systems of morals are meant to tranquillise him, and make him self-satisfied; with other 
systems he wants to crucify and humble himself; with others he wishes to take revenge; 
with others to conceal himself; with others to glorify himself and gain superiority and dis- 
tinction;—this system of morals helps its author to forget, that system makes him, or 
something of him, forgotten; many a moralist would like to exercise power and creative 
arbitrariness over mankind; many another, perhaps, Kant especially, gives us to understand 
by his morals that “what is estimable in me, is that I know how to obey—and with you 
it shall not be otherwise than with me!” In short, systems of morals are only a sign-lan- 
guage of the emotions. > vam 

In contrast to laisser-aller, every system of morals is a sort of tyranny against “nature” 
and also against “reason”; that is, however, no objection, unless one should again decree 
by some system of aes that all kinds of tyranny and unreasonableness are unlawful. 
What is essential and invaluable in every system of morals, is that it is a long constraint. _ 
Tn order to understand Stoicism, or Port-Royal, or Puritanism, one should remember ii 
constraint under which every language has attained to strength and freedom—the metri- 
cal constraint, the tyranny of rhyme and rhythm. How much trouble have the poets and 
orators of every nation given themselves!—not excepting some of the prose writers of to- 
day, in whose ear dwells an inexorable conscientiousness—“for the sake of a folly,” as utili- 
tarian bunglers say, and thereby deem themselves wise—“from submission to arbitrary 
laws,” as the anarchists say, and thereby fancy themselves “free,” even free-spirited. The 
singular fact remains, however, that everything of the nature of freedom, elegance, bold- 
ness, dance, and masterly certainty, which exists or has existed, whether it be in thought 
itself, or in administration, or in speaking and persuading, in art just as in conduct, has 
only developed by means of the tyranny of such arbitrary law; and in all seriousness, it is 
not at all improbable that precisely this is “nature” and “natural”—and not /aisser-aller! 
Every artist knows how different from the state of letting himself go, is his “most natu- 
ral” condition, the free arranging, locating, disposing, and constructing in the moments 
of “inspiration”—and how strictly and delicately he then obeys a thousand laws, which, 
by their very rigidness and precision, defy all formulation by means of ideas (even the most 
stable idea has, in comparison therewith, something floating, manifold, and ambiguous in 
it). The essential thing “in heaven and in earth” is, apparently (to repeat it once more), 
that there should be long obedience in the same direction; there thereby results, and has al- 
ways resulted in the long run, something which has made life worth living; for instance, 
virtue, art, music, dancing, reason, spirituality—anything whatever that is transfiguring, 
refined, foolish, or divine. The long bondage of the spirit, the distrustful constraint in the 
communicability of ideas, the discipline which the thinker imposed on himself to think 
in accordance with the rules of a church or a court, or conformable to Aristotelian premises, 
the persistent spiritual will to interpret everything that happened according to a Chris- 
tian scheme, and in every occurrence to rediscover and justify the Christian God:—all this 
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violence, arbitrariness, severity, dreadfulness, and unreasonableness, has proved itself the 
disciplinary means whereby the European spirit has attained its strength, its remorseless 
curiosity and subtle mobility; granted also that much irrecoverable strength and spirit had 
to be stifled, suffocated, and spoilt in the process (for here, as everywhere, “nature” shows 
herself as she is, in all her extravagant and indifferent magnificence, which is shocking, but 
nevertheless noble). That for centuries European thinkers only thought in order to prove 
something—nowadays, on the contrary, we are suspicious of every thinker who “wishes to 
prove something”—that it was always settled beforehand what was to be the result of their 
strictest thinking, as it was perhaps in the Asiatic astrology of former times, or as it is still 
at the present day in the innocent, Christian-moral explanation of immediate personal 
events “for the glory of God,” or “for the good of the soul”:—this tyranny, this arbitrari- 
ness, this severe and magnificent stupidity, has educated the spirit; slavery, both in the 
coarser and the finer sense, is apparently an indispensable means even of spiritual educa- 
tion and discipline. One may look at every system of morals inthis light: it is “nature” 
therein which teaches to hate the /aisser-aller, che too great freedom, and implants the need 
for limited horizons, for immediate duties—it teaches the narrowing of perspectives, and 
thus, in a certain sense, that stupidity is a condition of life and development. “Thou must 
obey some one, and for a long time; otherwise thou wilt come to grief, and lose all respect 
for thyself’—this seems to me to be the moral imperative of nature, which is certainly nei- 
ther “categorical,” as old Kant wished (consequently the “otherwise”), nor does it address 
itself to the individual (what does nature care for the individual), but to nations, races, 
ages, and ranks, above all, however, to the animal “man” generally, to mankind. . . 

There is something in the morality of Plato which does not really belong to Plato, but 
which only appears in his philosophy, one might say, in spite of him: namely, Socratism, 
for which he himself was too noble. “No one desires to injure himself, hence all evil is done 
unwittingly. The evil man inflicts injury on himself; he would not do so, however, if he 
knew that evil is evil. The evil man, therefore, is only evil through error; if one free him 
from error one will necessarily make him—good.’—This mode of reasoning savours of the 
populace, who perceive only the unpleasant consequences of evil-doing, and practically 
judge that “it is stupid to do wrong”; while they accept “good” as identical with “useful 
and pleasant,” without further thought. As regards every system of utilitarianism, one may 
at once assume that it has the same origin, and follow the scent: one will seldom err.— 
Plato did all he could to interpret something refined and noble into the tenets of his 
teacher, and above all to interpret himself into them—he, the most daring of all inter- 
preters, who lifted the entire Socrates out of the street, as a popular theme and song, to 
exhibit him in endless and impossible modifications—namely, in all his own disguises and 
multiplicities. In jest, and in Homeric language as well, what is the Platonic Socrates, if 
not— 
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The old theological problem of “Faith” and “Knowledge,” or more plainly, of instinct 
and reason—the question whether, in respect to the valuation of things, instinct deserves 
more authority than rationality, which wants to appreciate and act according to motives, 
according to a “Why,” that is to say, in conformity to purpose and utility—it is always the 
old moral problem that first appeared in the person of Socrates, and had divided men’s 
minds long before Christianity. Socrates himself, following of course, the taste of his tal- 
ent—that of a surpassing dialectician—took first the side of reason; and, in fact, what did 
he do all his life but laugh at the awkward incapacity of the noble Athenians, who were 
men of instinct, like all noble men, and could never give satisfactory answers concerning 
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the motives of their actions? In the end, however, though silently and secretly, he laughed 
also at himself: with his finer conscience and introspection, he found in himself the same 
difficulty and incapacity. “But why”—he said to himself—‘“should one on that account 
separate oneself from the instincts! One must set them right, and the reason a/so—one 
must follow the instincts, but at the same time persuade the reason to support them with 
good arguments.” This was the real fa/seness of that great and mysterious ironist; he 
brought his conscience up to the point that he was satisfied with a kind of self-outwitting: 
in fact, he perceived the irrationality in the moral judgment.—Plato, more innocent in 
such matters, and without the craftiness of the plebeian, wished to prove to himself, at the 
expenditure of all his strength—the greatest strength a philosopher had ever expended— 
that reason and instinct lead spontaneously to one goal, to the good, to “God”; and since 
Plato, all theologians and philosophers have followed the same path—which means that 
in matters of morality, instinct (or as Christians call it, “Faith,” or as I call it, “the herd”) 
has hitherto triumphed. Unless one should make an exception in the case of Descartes, the 
father of rationalism (and consequently the grandfather of the Revolution), who recognised 
only the authority of reason: but reason is only a tool, and Descartes was superficial. . 

The beast of prey and the man of prey (for instance, Caesar Borgia) are Goructanatein tell 
misunderstood, “nature” is misunderstood, so long as one seeks a “morbidness” in the con- 
stitution of these healthiest of all tropical monsters and growths, or even an innate “hell” 
in them—as almost all moralists have done hitherto. Does it not seem that there is a ha- 
tred of the virgin forest and of the tropics among moralists? And that the “tropic man” 
must be discredited at all costs, whether as disease and deterioration of mankind, or as his 
own hell and self-torture? And why? In favour of the “temperate zones”? In favour of the 
temperate men? The “moral”? The mediocre?—This for the chapter: “Morals as Timidity.” 

All the systems of morals which address themselves to individuals with a view to their- 
“happiness,” as it is called—what else are they but suggestions for behaviour adapted to 
the degree of danger from themselves in which the individuals live; recipes for their pas- 
sions, their good and bad propensities, in so far as such have the Will to Power and would 
like to play the master; small and great expediencies and elaborations, permeated with the 
musty odour of old family medicines and old-wife wisdom; all of them grotesque and ab- 
surd in their form—because they address themselves to “all,” because they generalise 
where generalisation is not authorised; all of them speaking unconditionally, and taking 
themselves unconditionally; all of them flavoured not merely with one grain of salt, but 
rather endurable only, and sometimes even seductive, when they are over-spiced and begin 
to smell dangerously, especially of “the other world.” That is all of little value when esti- 
mated intellectually, and is far from being “science,” much less “wisdom”; but, repeated 
once more, and three times repeated, it is expediency, expediency, expediency, mixed with 
stupidity, stupidity, stupidity—whether it be the indifference and statuesque coldness to- 
wards the heated folly of the emotions, which the Stoics advised and fostered; or the no- 
more-laughing and no-more-weeping of Spinoza, the destruction of the emotions by their 
analysis and vivisection, which he recommended so naively; or the lowering of the emo- 
tions to an innocent mean at which they may be satisfied, the Aristotelianism of morals; 
or even morality as the enjoyment of the emotions in a voluntary attenuation and spiritu- 
alisation by the symbolism of art, perhaps as music, or as love of God, and of mankind for 
God’s sake—for in religion the passions are once more enfranchised, provided that . . . ; 
or, finally, even the complaisant and wanton surrender to the emotions, as has been taught 
by Hafis and Goethe, the bold letting-go of the reins, the spiritual and corporeal /icentia 
morum in the exceptional cases of wise old codgers and drunkards, with whom it “no longer 
has much danger.”—This also for the chapter: “Morals as Timidity.” 
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Inasmuch as in all ages, as long as mankind has existed, there have also been human 
herds (family alliances, communities, tribes, peoples, states, churches), and always a great 
number who obey in proportion to the small number who command—in view, therefore, 
‘of the fact that obedience has been most practised and fostered among mankind hitherto, 
one may reasonably suppose that, generally speaking, the need thereof is now innate in 
every one, as a kind of formal conscience which gives the command: “Thou shalt uncondi- 
tionally do something, unconditionally refrain from something”: in short, “Thou shalt.” 
This need tries to satisfy itself and to fill its form with a content; according to its strength, 
impatience, and eagerness, it at once seizes as an omnivorous appetite with little selection, 
and accepts whatever is shouted into its ear by all sorts of commanders—parents, teach- 
ers, laws, class prejudices, or public opinion. The extraordinary limitation of human de- 
velopment, the hesitation, protractedness, frequent retrogression, and turning thereof, is 
attributable to the fact that the herd-instinct of obedience is transmitted best, and at the 
cost of the art of command. If one imagine this instinct increasing to its greatest extent, 
commanders and independent individuals will finally be lacking altogether; or they will 
suffer inwardly from a bad conscience, and will have to impose a deception on themselves 
in the first place in order to be able to command: just as if they also were only obeying. 
This condition of things actually exists in Europe at present—I call it the moral hypoc- 
risy of the commanding class. They know no other way of protecting themselves from their 
bad conscience than by playing the rôle of executors of older and higher orders (of prede- 
cessors, of the constitution, of justice, of the law, or of God himself), or they even justify 
themselves by maxims from the current opinions of the herd, as “first servants of their peo- 
ple,” or “instruments of the public weal.” On the other hand, the gregarious European man 
nowadays assumes an air as if he were the only kind of man that is allowable; he glorifies 
his qualities, such as public spirit, kindness, deference, industry, temperance, modesty, in- 
dulgence, sympathy, by virtue of which he is gentle, endurable, and useful to the herd, as 
the peculiarly human virtues. In cases, however, where it is believed that the leader and 
bell-wether cannot be dispensed with, attempt after attempt is made nowadays to replace 
commanders by the summing together of clever gregarious men: all representative con- 
stitutions, for example, are of this origin. In spite of all, what a blessing, what a deliv- 
erance from a weight becoming unendurable, is the appearance of an absolute ruler 
for these gregarious Europeans—of this fact the effect of the appearance of Napoleon. was 
the last great proof: the history of the influence of Napoleon is almost the history of the 
higher happiness to which the entire century has attained in its worthiest individuals and 
periods. 

The man of an age of dissolution which mixes the races with one another, who has the 
inheritance of a diversified descent in his body—that is to say, contrary, and often not only 
contrary, instincts and standards of value, which struggle with one another and are seldom 
at peace—such a man of late culture and broken lights, will, on an average, be a weak man. 
His fundamental desire is that the war which is zz Aim should come to an end; happiness 
appears to him in the character of a soothing medicine and mode of thought (for instance, 
Epicurean or Christian); it is above all chings the happiness of repose, of undisturbedness, 
of repletion, of final unity—it is the “Sabbath of Sabbaths,” to use the expression of the 
holy rhetorician, St Augustine, who was himself such a man.—Should, however, the 
contrariety and conflict in such natures operate as an additional incentive and stimulus to 
life—and if, on the other hand, in addition to their powerful and irreconcilable instincts, 
they have also inherited and indoctrinated into them a proper mastery and subtlety for car- 
rying on the conflict with themselves (that is to say, the faculty of self-control and self-de- 
ception), there then arise those marvellously incomprehensible, and inexplicable beings, 
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those enigmatical men, predestined for conquering and circumventing others, the finest 
examples of which are Alcibiades and Caesar (with whom I should like to associate the first 
of Europeans according to my taste, the Hohenstaufen, Frederick the Second), and 
amongst artists, perhaps Lionardo da Vinci. They appear precisely in the same periods 
when that weaker type, with its longing for repose, comes to the front; the two types are 
complimentary to each other, and spring from the same causes. 

As long as the utility which determines moral estimates is only gregarious utility, as 
long as the preservation of the community is only kept in view, and the immoral is sought 
precisely and exclusively in what seems dangerous to the maintenance of the community, 
there can be no “morality of love to one’s neighbour.” Granted even that there is already 
a little constant exercise of consideration, sympathy, fairness, gentleness, and mutual as- 
sistance, granted that even in this condition of society all those instincts are already active 
which are latterly distinguished by honourable names as “virtues,” and eventually almost 
coincide with the conception “morality”: in that period they do not as yet belong to the 
domain of moral valuations—they are still w/tra-moral. A sympathetic action, for instance, 
is neither called good nor bad, moral nor immoral, in the best period of the Romans; and 
should it be praised, a sort of resentful disdain is compatible with this praise, even at the 
best, directly the sympathetic action is compared with one which contributes to the wel- 
fare of the whole, to the res publica. After all, “love to our neighbour” is always a secondary 
matter, partly conventional and arbitrarily manifested in relation to our fear of our neigh- 
bour. After the fabric of society seems on the whole established and secured against exter- 
nal dangers, it is this fear of our neighbour which again creates new perspectives of moral 
valuation. Certain strong and dangerous instincts, such as the love of enterprise, foolhar- 
diness, revengefulness, astuteness, rapacity, and love of power, which up till then had not 
only to be honoured from the point of view of general utilicy—under other names, of 
course, than those here given—but had to be fostered and cultivated (because they were 
perpetually required in the common danger against the common enemies), are now felt in 
their dangerousness to be doubly strong—when the outlets for them are lacking—and are 
gradually branded as immoral and given over to calumny. The contrary instincts and in- 
clinations now attain to moral honour; the gregarious instinct gradually draws its conclu- 
sions. How much or how little dangerousness to the community or to equality is contained 
in an opinion, a condition, an emotion, a disposition, or an endowment—that is now the 
moral perspective; here again fear is the mother of morals. It is by the loftiest and strongest 
instincts, when they break out passionately and carry the individual far above and beyond 
the average, and the low level of the gregarious conscience, that the self-reliance of the 
community is destroyed; its believe in itself, its backbone, as it were, breaks, consequently 
these very instincts will be most branded and defamed. The lofty independent spirituality, 
the will to stand alone, and even the cogent reason, are felt to be dangers; everything that 
elevates the individual above the herd, and is a source of fear to the neighbour, is hence- 
forth called evi/; the tolerant, unassuming, self-adapting, self-equalising disposition, the 
mediocrity of desires, attains to moral distinction and honour. Finally, under very peaceful 
circumstances, there is always less opportunity and necessity for training the feelings to 
severity and rigour; and now every form of severity, even in justice, begins to disturb the 
conscience; a lofty and rigorous nobleness and self-responsibility almost offends, and awak- 
ens distrust, “the lamb,” and still more “the sheep,” wins respect. There is a point of dis- 
eased mellowness and effeminacy in the history of society, at which society itself takes the 
part of him who injures it, the part of the criminal, and does so, in fact, seriously and hon- 
estly. To punish, appears to it to be somehow unfair—it is certain that the idea of “pun- 
ishment” and “the obligation to punish” are then painful and alarming to people. “Is it 
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not sufficient if the criminal be rendered harmless? Why should we still punish? Punish- 
ment itself is terrible!’"——with these questions gregarious morality, the morality of fear, 
draws its ultimate conclusion. If one could at all do away with danger, the cause of fear, 
one would have done away with this morality at the same time, it would no longer be nec- 
essary, it would not consider itself any longer necessary!—Whoever examines the conscience 
of the present-day European, will always elicit the same imperative from its thousand 
moral folds and hidden recesses, the imperative of the timidity of the herd: “we wish that 
some time or other there may be nothing more to fear!” Some time or other—the will and 
the way thereto is nowadays called “progress” all over Europe. 

Let us at once say again what we have already said a hundred times, for people’s ears 
nowadays are unwilling to hear such truths—owr truths. We know well enough how of- 
fensively it sounds when any one plainly, and without metaphor, counts man amongst the 
animals; but it will be accounted to us almost a crime, that it is precisely in respect to men 
of “modern ideas” that we have constantly applied the terms “herd,” “herd-instincts,” and 
such like expressions. What avail is it? We cannot do otherwise, for it is precisely here that 
our new insight is. We have found that in all the principal moral judgments Europe has 
become unanimous, including likewise the countries where European influence prevails: in 
Europe people evidently know what Socrates thought he did not know, and what the famous 
serpent of old once promised to teach—they “know” to-day what is good and evil. It must 
then sound hard and be distasteful to the ear, when we always insist that that which here 
thinks it knows, that which here glorifies itself with praise and blame, and calls itself good, 
is the instinct of the herding human animal: the instinct which has come and is ever com- 
ing more and more to the front, to preponderance and supremacy over other instincts, ac- 
cording to the increasing physiological approximation and resemblance of which it is the 
symptom. Morality in Europe at present is herding-animal morality; and therefore, as we un- 
derstand the matter, only one kind of human morality, beside which, before which, and 
after which many other moralities, and above all higher moralities, are or should be possi- 
ble. Against such a “possibility,” against such a “should be,” however, this morality defends 
itself with all its strength; it says obstinately and inexorably: “I am morality itself and 
nothing else is morality!” Indeed, with the help of a religion which has humoured and flat- 
tered the sublimest desires of the herding-animal, things have reached such a point that we 
always find a more visible expression of this morality even in political and social arrange- 
ments: the democratic movement is the inheritance of the Christian movement. That its 
tempo, however, is much too slow and sleepy for the more impatient ones, for those who are 
sick and distracted by the herding-instinct, is indicated by the increasingly furious howl- 
ing, and always less disguised teeth-gnashing of the anarchist dogs, who are now roving 
through the highways of European culture. Apparently in opposition to the peacefully in- 
dustrious democrats and Revolution-ideologues, and still more so to the awkward 
philosophasters and fraternity-visionaries who call themselves Socialists and want a “free 
society, those are really at one with them all in their thorough and instinctive hostility to 
every form of society other than that of the autonomous herd (to the extent even of repudi- 
ating the notions “master” and “servant”—~w/ dieu ni maitre, says a socialist formula); at one 
in their tenacious opposition to every special claim, every special right and privilege (this 
means ultimately opposition to every right, for when all are equal, no one needs “rights” any 
longer); at one in their distrust of punitive justice (as though it were a violation of the weak, 
unfair to the necessary consequences of all former society); but equally at one in their reli- 
gion of sympathy, in their compassion for all that feels, lives, and suffers (down to the very 
animals, up even to “God”—the extravagance of “sympathy for God” belongs to a democ- 
ratic age); altogether at one in the cry and impatience of their sympathy, in their deadly 
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hatred of suffering generally, in their almost feminine incapacity for witnessing it or al- 
lowing it; at one in their involuntary beglooming and heart-softening, under the spell of 
which Europe seems to be threatened with a new Buddhism; at one in their belief in the 
morality of mutual sympathy, as though it were morality in itself, the climax, the attained 
climax of mankind, the sole hope of the future, the consolation of the present, the great dis- 
charge from all the obligations of the past; altogether at one in their belief in the commu- 
nity as the deliverer, in the herd, and therefore in “themselves.” 

We, who hold a different belief—we, who regard the democratic movement, not only 
as a degenerating form of political organisation, but as equivalent to a degenerating, a wan- 
ing type of man, as involving his mediocrising and depreciation; where have we to fix our 
hopes? In new philosophers—there is no other alternative: in minds strong and original 
enough to initiate opposite estimates of value, to transvalue and invert “eternal valuations”; 
in forerunners, in men of the future, who in the present shall fix the constraints and fasten 
the knots which will compel millenniums to take new paths. To teach man the future of hu- 
manity as his w7//, as depending on human will, and to make preparation for vast hazardous 
enterprises and collective attempts in rearing and educating, in order thereby to put an end 
to the frightful rule of folly and chance which has hitherto gone by the name of “history” 
(the folly of the “greatest number” is only its last form)—for that purpose a new type of 
philosophers and commanders will some time or other be needed, at the very idea of which 
everything that has existed in the way of occult, terrible, and benevolent beings might look 
pale and dwarfed. The image of such leaders hovers before ovr eyes:—it is lawful for me to 
say it aloud, ye free spirits? The conditions which one would partly have to create and 
partly utilise for their genesis; the presumptive methods and tests by virtue of which a soul 
should grow up to such an elevation and power as to feel a constraint to these tasks; a trans- 
valuation of values, under the new pressure and hammer of which a conscience should be 
steeled and a heart transformed into brass, so as to bear the weight of such responsibility; 
and on the other hand the necessity for such leaders, the dreadful danger that they might 
be lacking, or miscarry and degenerate:—these are our real anxieties and glooms, yet know 
it well, ye free spirits! these are the heavy distant thoughts and storms which sweep across 
the heaven of our life. There are few pains so grievous as to have seen, divined, or experi- 
enced how an exceptional man has missed his way and deteriorated; but he who has the rare 
eye for the universal danger of “man” himself deteriorating, he who like us has recognised 
the extraordinary fortuitousness which has hitherto played its game in respect to the future 
of mankind—a game in which neither the hand, nor even a “finger of God” has partici- 
pated!—he who divines the fate that is hidden under the idiotic unwariness and blind con- 
fidence of “modern ideas,” and still more under the whole of Christo-European morality— 
suffers from an anguish with which no other is to be compared. He sees at a glance all that 
could still be made out of man through a favourable accumulation and augmentation of 
human powers and arrangements; he knows with all the knowledge of his conviction how 
unexhausted man still is for the greatest possibilities, and how often in the past the type 
man has stood in presence of mysterious decisions and new paths:—he knows still better 
from his painfulest recollections on what wretched obstacles promising developments of 
the highest rank have hitherto usually gone to pieces, broken down, sunk, and become con- 
temptible. The universal degeneracy of mankind to the level of the “man of the future”—as 
idealised by the socialistic fools and shallow-pates—this degeneracy and dwarfing of man 
to an absolutely gregarious animal (or as they call it, to a man of “free society”), this bru- 
talising of man into a pigmy with equal rights and claims, is undoubtedly possible! He who 
has thought out this possibility to its ultimate conclusion knows another loathing unknown 
to the rest of mankind—and perhaps also a new mission. 
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On the Genealogy of Morals 


FIRST ESSAY: ‘GOOD AND EVIL,’ 
‘GOOD AND BAD’ 


These English psychologists, who have to be thanked for having made the only attempts 
so far to write a history of the emergence of morality,—provide us with a small riddle in 
the form of themselves; in fact, I admit that as living riddles they have a significant ad- 
vantage over their books—they are actually interesting! These English psychologists—just 
what do they want? You always find them at the same task, whether they want to or not, 
pushing the partie honteuse of our inner world to the foreground, and looking for what is 
really effective, guiding and decisive for our development where man’s intellectual pride 
would least wish to find it (for example, in the vis inertiae of habit, or in forgetfulness, or 
in a blind and random coupling of ideas, or in something purely passive, automatic, re- 
flexive, molecular and thoroughly stupid)—what is it that actually drives these psycholo- 
gists in precisely thzs direction all the time? Is it a secret, malicious, mean instinct to be- 
little man, which is perhaps unacknowledged? Or perhaps a pessimistic suspicion, the 
mistrust of disillusioned, surly idealists who have turned poisonous and green? Or a cer- 
tain subterranean animosity and rancune towards Christianity (and Plato), which has per- 
haps not even passed the threshold of the consciousness? Or even a lewd taste for the 
strange, for the painful paradox, for the dubious and nonsensical in life? Or finally—a bit 
of everything, a bit of meanness, a bit of gloominess, a bit of anti-Christianity, a bit of a 
thrill and need for pepper? . . . But people tell me that they are just old, cold, boring 
frogs crawling round men and hopping into them as if they were in their element, namely 
a swamp. I am resistant to hearing this and, indeed, I do not believe it; and if it is per- 
missible to wish where it is impossible to know, I sincerely hope that the reverse is true, — 
that these analysts holding a microscope to the soul are actually brave, generous and proud 
animals, who know how to control their own pleasure and pain and have been taught to 
sacrifice desirability to truth, every truth, even a plain, bitter, ugly, foul, unchristian, im- 
moral truth . . . Because there are such truths. 

So you have to respect the good spirits which preside in these historians of morality! 
But it is unfortunately a fact that historical spirit itself is lacking in them, they have been 
left in the lurch by all the good spirits of history itself! As is now established philosophi- 
cal practice, they all think in a way that is essentially unhistorical; this can’t be doubted. 
The idiocy of their moral genealogy is revealed at the outset when it is a question of con- 
veying the descent of the concept and judgment of ‘good’. ‘Originally —they decree— 
‘unegoistic acts were praised and called good by their recipients, in other words, by the 
people to whom they were useful; later, everyone forgot the origin of the praise and because 
such acts had always been routinely praised as good, people began also to experience them 
as good—as if they were something good as such’. We can see at once: this first deduction 
contains all the typical traits of idiosyncratic English psychologists, —we have ‘usefulness’, 
‘forgetting’, ‘routine’ and finally ‘error’, all as the basis of a respect for values of which the 
higher man has hitherto been proud, as though it were a sort of general privilege of 
mankind. This pride mast be humbled, this valuation devalued: has that been achieved? 


Reprinted with the permission of Simon & Schuster from The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche, translated under the 
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Now for me, it is obvious that the real breeding-ground for the concept ‘good’ has 
been sought and located in the wrong place by this theory: the judgment ‘good’ does not 
emanate from those to whom goodness is shown! Instead it has been ‘the good’ themselves, 
meaning the noble, the mighty, the high-placed and the high-minded, who saw and judged 
themselves and their actions as good, I mean first-rate, in contrast to everything lowly, 
low-minded, common and plebeian. It was from this pathos of distance that they 
claimed the right to create values and give these values names: usefulness was none of their 
concern! The standpoint of usefulness is as alien and inappropriate as it can be to such a 
heated eruption of the highest rank-ordering and rank-defining value judgments: this is 
the point where feeling reaches the opposite of the low temperatures needed for any cal- 
culation of prudence or reckoning of usefulness,—and not just for once, for one exceptional 
moment, but permanently. The pathos of nobility and distance, as I said, the continuing 
and predominant feeling of complete and fundamental superiority of a higher ruling kind 
in relation to a lower kind, to those ‘below’—that is the origin of the antithesis ‘good’ and 
‘bad’. (The seigneurial privilege of giving names even allows us to conceive of the origin 
of language itself as a manifestation of the power of the rulers: they say ‘this is so and so’, 
they set their seal on everything and every occurrence with a sound and thereby take pos- 
session of it, as it were). It is because of this origin that the word ‘good’ is wot absolutely 
necessarily attached to ‘unegoistic’ actions: as the superstition of these moral genealogists 
would have it. On the contrary, it is only with a decline of aristocratic value-judgments that 
this whole antithesis between ‘egoistic’ and ‘unegoistic’ forces itself more and more on 
man’s conscience,—it is, to use my language, the berd instinct which, with that, finally gets 
its word in (and makes words). And even then it takes long enough for this instinct to be- 
come sufficiently dominant for the valuation of moral values to become enmeshed and em- 
bedded in the antithesis (as is the case in contemporary Europe, for example: the prejudice 
which takes ‘moral’, ‘unegoistic’ and ‘désintéressé’ as equivalent terms already rules with the 
power of a ‘fixed idea’ and mental illness). 

The beginning of the slaves’ revolt in morality occurs when ressentiment itself turns 
creative and gives birth to values: the ressentiment of those beings who, being denied the 
proper response of action, compensate for it only with imaginary revenge. Whereas all 
noble morality grows out of a triumphant saying ‘yes’ to itself, slave morality says ‘no’ on 
principle to everything that is ‘outside’, ‘other’, ‘non-self’: and this no’ is its creative deed? 
This reversal of the evaluating glance—this /nevitable orientation to the outside instead « | of 
back onto itself—is a feature of ressentiment: in order to come about, slave morality first has 
to have an opposing, external world, it needs, physiologically speaking, external stimuli 
in order to act at all,—its action is basically a react reaction, The opposite is the case with the 
noble method ¢ of faluation: this acts and grows spontaneously, scene out its opposite only 
‘low’, ‘common’, ‘bad’ is only ; a 1 pale contrast created after the event compared to its posi- 
tive basic concept, saturated with life and passion, “We the noble, the good, the beautiful 
and the happy!’ When the noble method of valuation makes a mistake and sins against re- 
ality, this happens in relation to the sphere with which it is or sufficiently familiar, a true 
knowledge of which it has indeed rightly resisted: in some circumstances, it misjudges the 
sphere it despises, that of the common man, the rabble; on the other hand, we should bear 
in mind that the distortion which results from the feeling of contempt, disdain and 
superciliousness, always assuming that the image of the despised person is distorted, re- 
mains far behind the distortion with which the entrenched hatred and revenge of the pow- 
erless man attacks his opponent—in effigy of course. Indeed, contempt has too much neg- 
ligence, nonchalance, complacency and impatience, even too much personal cheerfulness 


ON THE GENEALOGY OF MORALS 415 


mixed into it, for it to be in a position to transform its object into a real caricature and 
monster. 

While the noble man is confident and frank with himself (yevvatoc, ‘of noble birth’, 
underlines the nuance ‘upright’ and probably ‘naive’ as well), the man of ressentiment is nei- 
ther upright nor naive, nor honest and straight with himself. His soul squints; his mind 
loves dark corners, secret paths and back-doors, everything secretive appeals to him as 
being his world, his security, bs comfort; he knows all about keeping quiet, not forgetting, 
waiting, temporarily humbling and abasing himself. A race of such men of ressentiment will 
inevitably end up c/everer than any noble race, and will respect cleverness to a quite differ- 
ent degree as well: namely, as a condition of existence of the first rank, whilst the clever- 
ness of noble men can easily have a subtle aftertaste of luxury and refinement about it:— 
precisely because in this area, it is nowhere near as important as the complete certainty of 
function of the governing unconscious instincts, nor indeed as important as a certain lack of 
cleverness, such as a daring charge at danger or at the enemy, or.those frenzied sudden fits 
of anger, love, reverence, gratitude and revenge by which noble souls down the ages have 
recognized one another. When ressentiment does occur in the noble man himself, it is con- 
sumed and exhausted in an immediate reaction, and therefore it does not pozson, on the 
other hand, it does not occur at all in countless cases where it is unavoidable for all who 
are weak and powerless. To be unable to take his enemies, his misfortunes and even his 
misdeeds seriously for long—that is the sign of strong, rounded natures with a superabun- 
dance of a power which is flexible, formative, healing and can make one forget (a good ex- 
ample from the modern world is Mirabeau, who had no recall for the insults and slights 
directed at him and who could not forgive, simply because he—forgot.) A man like this 
shakes from him, with one shrug, many worms which would have burrowed into another 
man; here and here alone is it possible, assuming that this is possible at all on earth—truly 
to love your neighbour’.? How much respect a noble man has for his enemies!—and a re- 
spect of that sort is a bridge to love . . . For he insists on having his enemy to himself, 
as a mark of distinction, indeed he will tolerate as enemies none other than such as have 
nothing to be despised and a great deal to be honoured! Against this, imagine ‘the enemy’ 
as conceived of by the man of ressentiment—and here we have his deed, his creation: he has 
conceived of the ‘evil enemy’, ‘the evil one’ as a basic idea to which he now thinks up a copy 
and counterpart, the ‘good one’—himself! . : 

Exactly the opposite is true of the ee man who conceives of the basic idea ‘good’ 
by himself, in advance and spontaneously, and only then creates a notion of ‘bad’! This 
‘bad’ of noble origin and that ‘evil’ from the cauldron of unassuaged hatred—the first is 
an afterthought, an aside, a complementary colour, whilst the other is the original, the 
beginning, the actual deed in the conception of slave morality—how different are the two 
words ‘bad’ and ‘evil’, although both seem to be the opposite for the same concept, 
‘good’! But it is zot the same concept ‘good’; on the contrary, one should ask who is ac- 
tually evil in the sense of the morality of ressentiment. The stern reply is: precisely the 
‘good’ person of the other morality, the noble, powerful, dominating man, but re- 
touched, re-interpreted and re-viewed through the poisonous eye of ressentiment. Here 
there is one point which we would be the last to deny: anyone who came to know these 
‘good men’ as enemies came to know nothing but ‘evil enemies’, the same people who are 
so strongly held in check by custom, respect, habit, gratitude and even more through 
spying on one another and through peer-group jealousy, who, on the other hand, behave 
towards one another by showing such resourcefulness in consideration, self-control, del- 
icacy, loyalty, pride and friendship,—they are not much better than uncaged beasts of 
prey in the world outside where the strange, the foreign, begin. There they enjoy free- 
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dom from every social constraint, in the wilderness they compensate for the tension 
which is caused by being closed in and fenced in by the peace of the community for so 
long, they return to the innocent conscience of the wild beast, as exultant monsters, who 
perhaps go away having committed a hideous succession of murder, arson, rape and tor- 
ture, in a mood of bravado and spiritual equilibrium as though they had simply played 
a student’s prank, convinced that poets will now have something to sing about and cel- 
ebrate for quite some time. At the centre of all these noble races we cannot fail to see 
the blond beast of prey, the magnificent blond beast avidly prowling round for spoil and 
victory; this hidden centre needs release from time to time, the beast must out again, 
must return to the wild:—Roman, Arabian, Germanic, Japanese nobility. Homeric he- 
roes, Scandinavian Vikings—in this requirement they are all alike. It was the noble races 
which left the concept of ‘barbarian’ in their traces wherever they went; even their high- 
est culture betrays the fact that they were conscious of this and indeed proud of it (for 
example, when Pericles, in that famous funeral oration, tells his Athenians, ‘Our daring 
has forced a path to every land and sea, erecting timeless memorials to itself everywhere 
for good and ill’)? This ‘daring’ of the noble races, mad, absurd and sudden in the way 
it manifests itself, the unpredictability and even the improbability of their undertak- 
ings—Pericles singles out the pa@vpta of the Athenians for praise—their unconcern and 
scorn for safety, body, life, comfort, their shocking cheerfulness, and depth of delight in 
all destruction, in all the debauches of victory and cruelty—all this, for those who suf- 
fered under it, was summed up in the image of the ‘barbarian’, the ‘evil enemy’, perhaps 
the ‘Goth’ or the ‘Vandal’. The deep and icy mistrust which the German arouses as soon 
as he comes to power, which we see again even today—is still the aftermath of that in- 
extinguishable horror with which Europe viewed the raging of the blond Germanic beast 
for centuries (although between the old Germanic peoples and us Germans there is 
scarcely an idea in common, let alone a blood relationship). I once remarked on Hesiod’s 
dilemmat when he thought up the series of cultural eras and tried to express them in 
gold, silver and iron: he could find no other solution to the contradiction presented to 
him by the magnificent but at the same time so shockingly violent world of Homer than 
to make two eras out of one, which he now placed one behind the other—first the era 
of heroes and demigods from Troy and Thebes, as that world which remained in the 
memory of the noble races which had their ancestors in it; then the iron era, as the same 
world appeared to the descendants of the downtrodden, robbed, ill-treated, and those 
carried off and sold: as an era of iron, hard, as I said, cold, cruel, lacking feeling and con- 
science, crushing everything and coating it with blood. Assuming that what is at any 
rate believed as ‘truth’ were indeed true, that it is the meaning of all culture to breed a 
tame and civilized animal, a household pet, out of the beat of pray ‘man’, then one would 
undoubtedly have to view all instinctive reaction and instinctive ressentiment, by means 
of which the noble races and their ideals were finally wrecked and overpowered, as the 
actual instruments of culture; which, however, is not to say that the bearers of these instincts 
were themselves representatives of the culture. Instead, the opposite would be not only 
probable—no! it is visible today! These bearers of oppressive, vindictive instincts, the de- 
scendants of all European and nonEuropean slavery, in particular of all pre-Aryan popu- 
lation—represent the decline of mankind! These ‘instruments of culture’ are a disgrace to 
man, more a grounds for suspicion of, or an argument against, ‘culture’ in general! We 
may be quite justified in retaining our fear of the blond beast at the centre of every noble 
race and remain on our guard: but who would not, a hundred times over, prefer to fear 
if he can admire at the same time, rather than zot fear, but thereby permanently retain 
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the disgusting spectacle of the failed, the stunted, the wasted away and the poisoned? 
And is that not our fate? What constitutes ovr aversion to ‘man’ today?—for we suffer 
from man, no doubt about that.—Not fear; rather, the fact that we have nothing to fear 
from man; that ‘man’ is first and foremost a teeming mass of worms; that the ‘same man’, 
who is incurably mediocre and unedifying, has already learnt to view himself as the aim 
and pinnacle, the meaning of history, the ‘higher man’;—-yes, the fact that he has a cer- 
tain right to feel like that in so far as he feels distanced from the superabundance of 
failed, sickly, tired and exhausted people of whom today’s Europe is beginning to reek, 
and in so far as he is at least relatively successful, at least still capable of living, at least 
saying ‘yes’ to life. 

Let us draw to a close. The two opposing values ‘good and bad’, ‘good and evil’ have 
fought a terrible battle for thousands of years on earth; and although the latter has been 
dominant for a long time, there is still no lack of places where the battle remains unde- 
cided. You could even say that, in the meantime, it has reached ever greater heights but 
at the same time has become ever deeper and more intellectual: so that there is, today, per- 
haps no more distinguishing feature of the ‘higher nature’, the intellectual nature, than to 
be divided in this sense and really and truly a battle ground for these opposites. The sym- 
bol of this fight, written in a script which has hitherto remained legible throughout 
human history, is ‘Rome against Judea, Judea against Rome’:—up to now there has been 
no greater event than ¢hzs battle, thzs question, ¢thzs contradiction of mortal enemies. Rome 
saw the Jew as something contrary to nature, as though he were its polar opposite, a mon- 
ster; in Rome, the Jew was looked upon as convicted of hatred against the whole of 
mankind: rightly, if one is right in linking the well being and future of the human race 
with the unconditional rule of aristocratic values, Roman values. What, on the other hand, 
did the Jews feel about Rome? We can guess from a thousand indicators; but it is enough 
to call once more to mind the Apocalypse of John, the wildest of all outbursts ever writ- 
ten which revenge has on its conscience. (By the way, we must not underestimate the pro- 
found consistency of Christian instinct in inscribing this book of hate to the disciple of 
love, the very same to whom it attributed that passionately ecstatic gospel—there is some 
truth in this, however much literary counterfeiting might have been necessary to the pur- 
pose.) So the Romans were the strong and noble, stronger and nobler than anybody hith- 
erto who had lived or been dreamt of on earth; their every relic and inscription brings de- 
light, provided one can guess what it is that is doing the writing there. By contrast, the 
Jews were a priestly nation of ressentiment par excellence, possessing an unparalleled genius 
for popular morality: compare peoples with similar talents, such as the Chinese or the Ger- 
mans, with the Jews, and you will realize who are first rate and who are fifth. Which of 
them has prevailed for the time being. Rome or Judea? But there is no trace of doubt: just 
consider whom you bow down to in Rome itself, today, as though to the embodiment of 
the highest values—and not just in Rome, but over nearly half the earth, everywhere 
where man has become tame or wants to become tame, to three Jews, as we know, and one 
Jewess (to Jesus of Nazareth, Peter the Fisherman, Paul the Carpet-Weaver and the mother 
of Jesus mentioned first, whose name was Mary). This is very remarkable: without a doubt 
Rome has been defeated. However, in the Renaissance there was a brilliant, uncanny 
reawakening of the classical ideal, of the noble method of valuing everything: Rome itself 
woke up, as though from suspended animation, under the pressure of the new, Judaic 
Rome built over it, which looked like an ecumenical synagogue and was called ‘Church’: 
but Judea triumphed again at once, thanks to the basically proletarian (German and En- 
glish) ressentiment-movement which people called the Reformation, including its inevitable 
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consequence, the restoration of the church,—as well as the restoration of the ancient, 
tomb-like silence of classical Rome. In an even more decisive and profound sense than 
then, Judea once again triumphed over the classical idea with the French Revolution: the 
last political nobility in Europe, that of the French seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
collapsed under the ressentiment-instincts of the rabble,—the world had never heard greater 
rejoicing and more uproarious enthusiasm! True, the most dreadful and unexpected thing 
happened in the middle: the ancient ideal itself appeared bodily and with unheard-of splen- 
dour before the eye and conscience of mankind, and once again, stronger, simpler and more 
penetrating than ever, in answer to the old, mendacious ressentiment slogan of priority for the 
majority, of man’s will to baseness, abasement, leveling, decline and decay, there rang out 
the terrible and enchanting counter-slogan: priority for the few! Like a last signpost to the 
other path, Napoleon appeared as a man more unique and late-born for his times than ever 
a man had been before, and in him, the problem of the noble ideal itself was made flesh— 
just think what a problem that is: Napoleon, this synthesis of monster [Unmensch} and Über- 
mensch. . . 


SECOND ESSAY: ‘GUILT,’ ‘BAD CONSCIENCE,’ 
AND RELATED MATTERS 


To breed an animal which is able to make promises—is that not precisely the paradoxical 
task which nature has set herself with regard to humankind? is it not the real problem 
of humankind? . . . The fact that this problem has been solved to a large degree must 
seem all the more surprising to the person who can fully appreciate the opposing force, 
forgetfulness. Forgetfulness is not just a vis inertiae, as superficial people believe, but is 
rather an active ability to suppress, positive in the strongest sense of the word, to which 
we owe the fact that what we simply live through, experience, take in, no more enters 
our consciousness during digestion (one could call it spiritual ingestion) than does the 
thousand-fold process which takes place with our physical consumption of food, our so- 
called ingestion. To shut the doors and windows of consciousness for a while; not to be 
bothered by the noise and battle with which our underworld of serviceable organs work 
with and against each other; a little peace, a little tabula rasa of consciousness to make 
room for something new, above all for the nobler functions and functionaries, for ruling, 
predicting, predetermining (our organism runs along oligarchic lines, you see)—that, as 
I said, is the benefit of active forgetfulness, like a doorkeeper or guardian of mental order, 
rest and etiquette: from which we can immediately see how there could be no happiness, 
cheerfulness, hope, pride, zmmediacy, without forgetfulness. The person in whom this ap- 
paratus of suppression is damaged, so that it stops working, can be compared (and not 
just compared—) to a dyspeptic; he cannot ‘cope’ with anything . . . And precisely 
this necessarily forgetful animal, in whom forgetting is a strength, representing a form 
of robust health, has bred for himself a counter-device, memory, with the help of which 
forgetfulness can be suspended in certain cases,—namely in those cases where a promise 
is to be made: consequently, it is by no means merely a passive inability to be rid of an 
impression once it has made its impact, nor is it just indigestion caused by giving your 
word on some occasion and finding you cannot cope, instead it is an active desire not to 
let go, a desire to keep on desiring what has been, on some occasion, desired, really it is 
the will’s memory: so that a world of strange new things, circumstances and even acts of 
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will may be placed quite safely in between the original ‘I will’, ‘I shall do’ and the ac- 
tual discharge of the will, its act, without breaking this long chain of the will. But what 
a lot of preconditions there are for this! In order to have that degree of control over the 
future, man must first have learnt to distinguish between what happens by accident and 
what by design, to think causally, to view the future as the present and anticipate it, to 
grasp with certainty what is end and what is means, in all, to be able to calculate, com- 
pute—and before he can do this, man himself will really have to become reliable, regu- 
lar, automatic {notwendig}, even in his own self-image, so that he, as someone making a 
promise is, is answerable for his own future! 

That is precisely what constitutes the long history of the origins of responszbility. That 
particular task of breeding an animal which has the right to make a promise includes, 
as we have already understood, as precondition and preparation, the more immediate task 
of first making a man to a certain degree undeviating {notwendig}, uniform, a peer 
amongst peers, orderly and consequently predictable. The immense amount of labour in- 
volved in what I have called the ‘morality of custom’ [see Daybreak, I, 9: 14; 16], the 
actual labour of man on himself during the longest epoch of the human race, his whole 
labour before history, is explained and justified on a grand scale, in spite of the hardness, 
tyranny, stupidity and idiocy it also contained, by this fact: with the help of the mor- 
ality of custom and the social straitjacket, man was made truly predictable. Let us place 
ourselves, on the other hand, at the end of this immense process where the tree actually 
bears fruit, where society and its morality of custom finally reveal what they were sim- 
ply the means to: we then find the sovereign individual as the ripest fruit on its tree, like 
only to itself, having freed itself from the morality of custom, an autonomous, supra-eth- 
ical individual (because ‘autonomous’ and ‘ethical’ are mutually exclusive), in short, we 
find a man with his own, independent, durable will, who has the right to make a promise— 
and has a proud consciousness quivering in every muscle of what he has finally achieved 
and incorporated, an actual awareness of power and freedom, a feeling that man in gen- 
eral has reached completion. This man who is now free and who really does have the 
right to make a promise, this master of the free will, this sovereign—how could he re- 
main ignorant of his superiority over everybody who does not have the right to make a 
promise or answer for himself, how much trust, fear and respect he arouses—he ‘merits’ 
all three—and how could he, with his self-mastery, not realise that he has necessarily 
been given mastery over circumstances, over nature and over all creatures with a less 
durable and reliable will? The ‘free’ man, the possessor of a durable, unbreakable will, 
thus has his own standard of value: in the possession of such a will: viewing others from 
his own standpoint, he respects or despises; and just as he will necessarily respect his 
peers, the strong and the reliable (those with the right to give their word),—that is every- 
one who makes promises like a sovereign, ponderously, seldom, slowly, and is sparing 
with his trust, who confers an honour when he places his trust, who gives his word as 
something which can be relied on, because he is strong enough to remain upright in the 
face of mishap or even ‘in the face of fate’-—:so he will necessarily be ready to kick the 
febrile whippets who make a promise when they have no right to do so, and will save 
the rod for the liar who breaks his word in the very moment it passes his lips. The proud 
realization of the extraordinary privilege of responsibility, the awareness of this rare free- 
dom and power over himself and his destiny, has penetrated him to the depths and be- 
come an instinct, his dominant instinct:—what will he call his dominant instinct, as- 
suming that he needs a word for it? No doubt about the answer: this sovereign man calls 
it his conscience. 
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The Twilight of the Idols 


MORALITY AS THE ENEMY OF NATURE 


There is a time when all passions are simply fatal in their action, when they wreck their 
victims with the weight of their folly,—and there is a later period, a very much later pe- 
riod, when they marry with the spirit, when they “spiritualise” themselves. Formerly, 
owing to the stupidity inherent in passion, men waged war against passion itself: men 
pledged themselves to annihilate it,—all ancient moral-mongers were unanimous on this 
point, “2/ faut tuer les passions.” The most famous formula for this stands in the New Tes- 
tament, in that Sermon on the Mount, where, let it be said incidentally, things are by no 
means regarded from a height. It is said there, for instance, with an application to sexuality: 
“if thy eye offend thee, pluck it out”: fortunately no Christian acts in obedience to this 
precept. To annihilate the passions and desires, simply on account of their stupidity, and 
to obviate the unpleasant consequences of their stupidity, seems to us to-day merely an ag- 
gravated form of stupidity. We no longer admire those dentists who extract teeth simply 
in order that they may not ache again. On the other hand, it wili be admitted with some 
reason, that on the soil from which Christianity grew, the idea of the “spiritualisation of 
passion” could not possibly have been conceived. The early Church, as everyone knows, 
certainly did wage war against the “intelligent,” in favour of the “poor in spirit.” In these 
circumstances how could the passions be combated intelligently? The Church combats 
passion by means of excision of all kinds: its practice, its “remedy,” is castration. It never 
inquires “how can a desire be spiritualised, beautified, deified?”—In all ages it has laid the 
weight of discipline in the process of extirpation (the extirpation of sensuality, pride, lust 
of dominion, lust of property, and revenge).—But to attack the passions at their roots, 
means attacking life itself at its source: the method of the Church is hostile to life. 

The same means, castration and extirpation, are instinctly chosen for waging war against 
a passion, by those who are too weak of will, too degenerate, to impose some sort of moder- 
ation upon it; by those natures who, to speak in metaphor (—and without metaphor), need 
la Trappe, or some kind of ultimatum of war, a gulf set between themselves and a passion. 
Only degenerates find radical methods indispensable: weakness of will, or more strictly 
speaking, the inability not to react to a stimulus, is in itself simply another form of degen- 
eracy. Radical and mortal hostility to sensuality, remains a suspicious symptom: it justifies 
one in being suspicious of the general state of one who goes to such extremes. Moreover, that 
hostility and hatred reach their height only when such natures no longer possess enough 
strength of character to adopt the radical remedy, to renounce their inner “Satan.” Look at 
the whole history of the priests, the philosophers, and the artists as well: the most poisonous 
diatribes against the senses have not been said by the impotent, nor by the ascetics; but by 
those impossible ascetics by those who found it necessary to be ascetics. 

I will formulate a principle. All naturalism in morality—that is to say, every sound 
morality is ruled by a life instinct,—any one of the laws of life is fulfilled by the definite 
canon “thou shalt,” “thou shalt not,” and any sort of obstacle or hostile element in the road 
of life is thus cleared away. Conversely, the morality which is antagonistic to nature—that 
is to say, almost every morality that has been taught, honoured and preached hitherto, is 
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directed precisely against the life-instincts,—it is a condemnation, now secret, now blatant 
and impudent, of these very instincts. Inasmuch as it says “God sees into the heart of man,” 
it says Nay to the profoundest and most superior desires of life and takes God as the enemy 
of life. The saint in whom God is well pleased, is the ideal eunuch. Life terminates where 
the “Kingdom of God” begins. 

Admitting that you have understood the villainy of such a mutiny against life as that 
which has become almost sacrosanct in Christian morality, you have fortunately understood 
something besides; and that is the futility, the fictitiousness, the absurdity and the falseness 
of such a mutiny. For the condemnation of life by a living creature is after all but the symp- 
tom of a definite kind of life: the question as to whether the condemnation is justified or the 
reverse is not even raised. In order even to approach the problem of the value of life, a man 
would need to be placed outside life, and moreover know it as well as one, as many, as all in 
fact, who have lived it. These are reasons enough to prove to us that this problem is an in- 
accessible one to us. When we speak of values, we speak under the inspiration, and through 
the optics of life: life itself urges us to determine values: life itself values through us when 
we determine values. From which it follows that even that morality which is antagonistic to 
life, and which conceives God as the opposite and the condemnation of life, is only a valua- 
tion of life—of what life? of what kind of life? But I have already answered this question: it 
is the valuation of declining, of enfeebled, of exhausted and of condemned life. Morality, as 
it has been understood hitherto—as it was finally formulated by Schopenhauer in the words 
“The Denial of the Will to Live,” is the instinct of degeneration itself, which converts itself 
into an imperative: it says: “Perish!” It is the death sentence of men who are already doomed. 

Let us at last consider how exceedingly simple it is on our part to say: “Man should be thus 
and thus!” Reality shows us a marvellous wealth of types, and a luxuriant variety of forms and 
changes: and yet the first wretch of a moral loafer that comes along cries “No! Man should be 
different!” He even knows what man should be like, does this sanctimonious prig: he draws 
his own face on the wall and declares: “ecce homo!” But even when the moralist addresses him- 
self only to the individual and says “thus and thus shouldst thou be!” he still makes an ass of 
himself. The individual in his past and future is a piece of fate, one law the more, one neces- 
sity the more for all that is to come and is to be. To say to him “change thyself,” is tantamount 
to saying that everything should change, even backwards as well. Truly these have been con- 
sistent moralists, they wished man to be different, że., virtuous; they wished him to be after 
their own image,—that is to say sanctimonious humbugs. And to this end they denied the 
world! No slight form of insanity! No modest form of immodesty! Morality, in so far it con- 
demns per se, and not out of any aim, consideration or motive of life, is a specific error, for which 
no one should feel any mercy, a degenerate idiosyncrasy, that has done an unutterable amount 
of harm. We others, we immoralists, on the contrary, have opened our hearts wide to all kinds 
of comprehension, understanding and approbation.® We do not deny readily, we glory in say- 
ing yea to things. Our eyes have opened ever wider and wider to that economy which still 
employs and knows how to use to its own advantage all that which the sacred craziness of 
priests and the morbid reason in priests, rejects, to that economy in the law of life which 
draws its own advantage even out of the repulsive race of bigots, the priests and the virtu- 
ous,—what advantage?—But we ourselves, we immoralists, are the reply to this question. 


THE FOUR GREAT ERRORS 


. What then, alone, can our teaching be?—That no one gives man his qualities, 
neither God, society, his parents, his ancestors, nor himself (—this nonsensical idea which 
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is at last refuted here, was taught as “intelligible freedom” by Kant, and perhaps even as 
early as Plato himself). No one is responsible for the fact that he exists at all, that he is 
constituted as he is, and that he happens to be in certain circumstances and in a particu- 
lar environment. The fatality of his being cannot be divorced from the fatality of all that 
which has been and will be. This is not the result of an individual intention, of a will, of 
an aim, there is no attempt at attaining to any “ideal man,” or “ideal happiness” or “ideal 
morality” with him,—it is absurd to wish him to be careering towards some sort of pur- 
pose. We invented the concept “purpose”; in reality purpose is altogether lacking. One is 
necessary, one is a piece of fate, one belongs to the whole, one is in the whole,—there is 
nothing that could judge, measure, compare, and condemn our existence, for that would 
mean judging, measuring, comparing and condemning the whole. But there is nothing out- 
side the whole! The fact that no one shall any longer be made responsible, that the nature 
of existence may not be traced to a causa prima, that the world is an entity neither as a sen- 
sorium nor as a spirit—+thzs alone is the great deliverance,—thus alone is the innocence of Be- 


coming restored. . . . The concept “God” has been the greatest objection to existence 
hitherto. . . . We deny God, we deny responsibility in God: thus alone do we save the 
world.— 


THE “IMPROVERS” OF MANKIND 


You are aware of my demand upon philosophers, that they should take a stand Beyond 
Good and Evil,—that they should have the illusion of the moral judgment beneath them. 
This demand is the result of a point of view which I was the first to formulate: that there 
are no such things as moral facts. Moral judgment has this in common with the religious one, 
that it believes in realities which are not real. Morality is only an interpretation of certain 
phenomena: or, more strictly speaking, a misinterpretation of them. Moral judgment, like 
the religious one, belongs to a stage of ignorance in which even the concept of reality, the 
distinction between real and imagined things, is still lacking: so that truth, at such a stage, 
is applied to a host of things which to-day we call “imaginary.” That is why the moral 
judgment must never be taken quite literally: as such it is sheer nonsense. As a sign code, 
however, it is invaluable: to him at least who knows, it reveals the most valuable facts con- 
cerning cultures and inner conditions, which did not know enough to “understand” them- 
selves. Morality is merely a sign-language, simply symptomatology: one must already 
know what it is all about in order to turn it to any use. . . . 
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cide, or deplore, or detest human actions, but to understand them.”).—TR. 
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* 16. WILLIAM JAMES 


William James (1842-1910) was a distinguished philosopher and psychologist who taught at 
Harvard University. An early proponent of pragmatism, the view that ideas are to be tested by 
their practical consequences, he viewed moral inquiry as the continual search for more in- 
clusive ideals that would contribute to the satisfaction of as many of our desires as possible. 


The Moral Philosopher and 
the Moral Life 


The main purpose of this paper is to show that there is no such thing possible as an ethi- 
cal philosophy dogmatically made up in advance.' We all help to determine the content 
of ethical philosophy so far as we contribute to the race’s moral life. In other words, there 
can be no final truth in ethics any more than in physics, until the last man has had his ex- 
perience and said his say. In the one case as in the other, however, the hypotheses which 
we now make while waiting, and the acts to which they prompt us, are among the indis- 
pensable conditions which determine what that “say” shall be. 

First of all, what is the position of him who seeks an ethical philosophy? To begin 
with, he must be distinguished from all those who are satisfied to be ethical sceptics. He 
will not be a sceptic; therefore so far from ethical scepticism being one possible fruit of 
ethical philosophizing, it can only be regarded as that residual alternative to all philos- 
ophy which from the outset menaces every would-be philosopher who may give up the 
quest discouraged, and renounce his original aim. That aim is to find an account of the 
moral relations that obtain among things, which will weave them into the unity of a 
stable system, and make of the world what one may call a genuine universe from the 
ethical point of view. So far as the world resists reduction to the form of unity, so far as 
ethical propositions seem unstable, so far does the philosopher fail of his ideal. The 
subject-matter of his study is the ideals he finds existing in the world; the purpose which 
guides him is this ideal of his own, of getting them into a certain form. This ideal is 
thus a factor in ethical philosophy whose legitimate presence must never be overlooked; 
it is a positive contribution which the philosopher himself necessarily makes to the prob- 
lem. But it is his only positive contribution. At the outset of his inquiry he ought to 
have no other ideas. Were he interested peculiarly in the triumph of any one kind of 
good, he would pro tanto cease to be a judicial investigator, and become an advocate for 
some limited element of the case. 

There are three questions in ethics which must be kept apart. Let them be called re- 
spectively the psychological question, the metaphysical question, and the caswistic question. 
The psychological question asks after the historical origin of our moral ideas and judg- 
ments; the metaphysical question asks what the very meaning of the words “good,” “ill,” 
and “obligation” are; the casuistic question asks what is the measure of the various goods 
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and ills which men recognize, so that the philosopher may settle the true order of human 
obligations. 


The psychological question is for more disputants the only question. When your ordinary 
doctor of divinity has proved to his own satisfaction that an altogether unique faculty 
called “conscience” must be postulated to tell us what is right and what is wrong; or when 
your popular-science enthusiast has proclaimed that “apriorism” is an exploded supersti- 
tion, and that our moral judgments have gradually resulted from the teaching of the en- 
vironment, each of these persons thinks that ethics is settled and nothing more is to be 
said. The familiar pair of names, Intuitionist and Evolutionist, so commonly used now to 
connote all possible differences in ethical opinion, really refer to the psychological ques- 
tion alone. The discussion of this question hinges so much upon particular details that it 
is impossible to enter upon it at all within the limits of this paper. I will therefore only 
express dogmatically my own belief, which is this—that the Benthams, the Mills, and the 
Bains have done a lasting service in taking so many of our human ideals and showing how 
they must have arisen from the association with acts of simple bodily pleasures and reliefs 
from pain. Association with many remote pleasures will unquestionably make a thing sig- 
nificant of goodness in our minds; and the more vaguely the goodness is conceived of, the 
more mysterious will its source appear to be. But it is surely impossible to explain all our 
sentiments and preferences in this simple way. The more minutely psychology studies 
human nature, the more clearly it finds there traces of secondary affections, relating the 
impressions of the environment with one another and with our impulses in quite differ- 
ent ways from those mere associations of coexistence and succession which are practically 
all chat pure empiricism can admit. Take the love of drunkenness; take bashfulness, the 
terror of high places, the tendency to sea-sickness, to faint at the sight of blood, the sus- 
ceptibility to musical sounds; take the emotion of the comical, the passion for poetry, for 
mathematics, or for metaphysics—no one of these things can be wholly explained by ei- 
ther association or utility. They go with other things that can be so explained, no doubt; 
and some of them are prophetic of future utilities, since there is nothing in us for which 
some use may not be found. But their origin is in incidental complications to our cerebral 
structure, a structure whose original features arose with no reference to the perception of 
such discords and harmonies as these. 

Well, a vast number of our moral perceptions also are certainly of this secondary and 
brain-born kind. They deal with directly felt fitnesses between things, and often fly in the 
teeth of all the prepossessions of habit and presumptions of utility. The moment you get 
beyond the coarser and more commonplace moral maxims, the Decalogues and Poor 
Richard’s Almanacs, you fall into schemes and positions which to the eye of common-sense 
are fantastic and over-strained. The sense for abstract justice which some persons have is 
as excentric a variation, from the natural-history point of view, as is the passion for music 
or for the higher philosophical consistencies which consumes the soul of others. The feel- 
ing of the inward dignity of certain spiritual attitudes, as peace, serenity, simplicity, ve- 
racity; and of the essential vulgarity of others, as querulousness, anxiety, egoistic fussiness, 
etc.—are quite inexplicable except by an innate preference of the more ideal attitude for 
his own pure sake. The nobler ching sastes better, and that is all that we can say. “Experi- 
ence” of consequences may truly teach us what things are wicked. but what have conse- 
quences to do with what is mean and vulgar? If a man has shot his wife’s paramour, by rea- 


THE MORAL PHILOSOPHER AND THE MORAL LIFE 425 


son of what subtle repugnancy in things is it that we are so disgusted when we hear that 
the wife and the husband have made it up and are living comfortably together again? Or 
if the hypothesis were offered us of a world in which Messrs. Fourier’s and Bellamy’s and 
Morris’s utopias should all be outdone, and millions kept permanently happy on the one 
simple condition that a certain lost soul on the far-off edge of things should lead a life of 
lonely torture, what except a specifical and independent sort of emotion can it be which 
would make us immediately feel, even though an impulse arose within us to clutch at the 
happiness so offered, how hideous a thing would be its enjoyment when deliberately ac- 
cepted as the fruit of such a bargain? To what, once more, but subtle brain-born feelings 
of discord can be due all these recent protests against the entire race-tradition of retribu- 
tive justice?—I refer to Tolstoï with his ideas of non-resistance, to Mr. Bellamy with his 
substitution of oblivion for repentance (in his novel of Dr. Heidenhain’s Process), to M. 
Guyau with his radical condemnation of the punitive ideal. All these subtleties of the 
moral sensibility go as much beyond what can be ciphered out from the “laws of associa- 
tion” as the delicacies of sentiment possible between a pair of young lovers go beyond such 
precepts of the “etiquette to be observed during engagement” as are printed in manuals of 
social form. 

No! Purely inward forces are certainly at work here. All the higher, more penetrating 
ideals are revolutionary. They present themselves far less in the guise of effects of past ex- 
perience than in that of probable causes of future experience, factors to which the envi- 
ronment and the lessons it has so far taught us must learn to bend. 

This is all I can say of the psychological question now. In the last chapter of a recent 
work? I have sought to prove in a general way the existence, in our thought, of relations 
which do not merely repeat the couplings of experience. Our ideals have certainly many 
sources. They are not all explicable as signifying corporeal pleasures to be gained, and 
pains to be escaped. And for having so constantly perceived this psychological fact, we 
must applaud the intuitionist school. Whether or not such applause must be extended to 
that school’s other characteristics will appear as we take up the following questions. 

The next one in order is the metaphysical question, of what we mean by the words 
“obligation,” “good,” and “ill.” 


II 


First of all, it appears that such words can have no application or relevancy in a world in 
which no sentient life exists. Imagine an absolutely material world, containing only physi- 
cal and chemical facts, and existing from eternity without a God, without even an inter- 
ested spectator: would there be any sense in saying of that world that one of its states is 
better than another? Or if there were two such worlds possible, would there be any rhyme 
or reason in calling one good and the other bad—good or bad positively, I mean, and apart 
from the fact that one might relate itself better than the other to the philosopher's private 
interests? But we must leave these private interests out of the account, for the philosopher 
is a mental fact, and we are asking whether goods and evils and obligations exist in physi- 
cal facts per se. Surely there is no status for good and evil to exist in, in a purely insentient 
world. How can one physical fact, considered simply as a physical fact, be “better” than 
another? Betterness is not a physical relation. In its mere material capacity, a thing can no 
more be good or bad than it can be pleasant or painful. Good for what? Good for the pro- 
duction of another physical fact, do you say? But what in a purely physical universe de- 
mands the production of that other fact? Physical facts simply are or are not; and neither 
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when present or absent, can they be supposed to make demands. If they do, they can only 
do so by having desires; and then they have ceased to be purely physical facts, and have 
become facts of conscious sensibility. Goodness, badness, and obligation must be realized 
somewhere in order really to exist; and the first step in ethical philosophy is to see that no 
merely inorganic “nature of things” can realize them. Neither moral relations nor the 
moral law can swing in vacuo. Their only habitat can be a mind which feels them; and no 
world composed of merely physical facts can possibly be a world to which ethical propo- 
sitions apply. 

The moment one sentient being, however, is made a part of the universe, there is a 
chance for goods and evils really to exist. Moral relations now have their status, in that 
being’s consciousness. So far as he feels anything to be good, he makes it good. It is good, 
for him; and being good for him, is absolutely good, for he is the sole creator of values in 
that universe, and outside of his opinion things have no moral character at all. 

In such a universe as that it would of course be absurd to raise the question of whether 
the solitary thinker’s judgments of good and ill are true or not. Truth supposes a standard 
outside of the thinker to which he must conform; but here the thinker is a sort of di- 
vinity, subject to no higher judge. Let us call the supposed universe which he inhabits a 
moral solitude. In such a moral solitude it is clear that there can be no outward obligation, 
and that the only trouble the god-like thinker is liable to have will be over the consistency 
of his own several ideals with one another. Some of these will no doubt be more pungent 
and appealing than the rest, their goodness will have a profounder, more penetrating taste; 
they will return to haunt him with more obstinate regrets if violated. So the thinkers will 
have to order his life with them as its chief determinants, or else remain inwardly discor- 
dant and unhappy. Into whatever equilibrium he may settle, though, and however he may 
straighten out his system, it will be a right system; for beyond the facts of his own sub- 
jectivity there is nothing moral in the world. 

If now we introduce a second thinker with his likes and dislikes into the universe, the 
ethical situation becomes much more complex, and several possibilities are immediately 
seen to obtain. 

One of these is that the thinkers may ignore each other’s attitude about good and evil 
altogether, and each continue to indulge his own preferences, indifferent to what the other 
may feel or do. In such a case we have a world with twice as much of the ethical quality in 
it as our moral solitude, only it is without ethical unity. The same object is good or bad 
there, according as you measure it by the view which this one or that one of the thinkers 
takes. Nor can you find any possible ground in such a world for saying that one thinker’s 
opinion is more correct than the other's, or that either has the truer moral sense. Such a 
world, in short, is not a moral universe but a moral dualism. Not only is there a single point 
of view within it from which the values of things can be unequivocally judged, but there 
is not even a demand for such a point of view, since the two thinkers are supposed to be in- 
different to each other's thoughts and acts. Multiply the thinkers into a pluralism, and we 
find realized for us in the ethical sphere something like that world which the antique scep- 
tics conceived of—in which individual minds are the measures of all things, and in which 
no one “objective” truth, but only a multitude of “subjective” opinions, can be found. 

But this is the kind of world with which the philosopher, so long as he holds to the 
hope of a philosophy, will not put up. Among the various ideals represented, there must 
be, he thinks, some which have the more truth or authority; and to these the others ought 
to yield, so that system and subordination may reign. Here in the word “ought” the no- 
tion of obligation comes emphatically into view, and the next thing in order must be to 
make its meaning clear. 
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Since the outcome of the discussion so far has been to show us that nothing can be good 
or right except so far as some consciousness feels it to be good or thinks it to be right, we 
perceive on the very threshold that the real superiority and authority which are postulated 
by the philosopher to reside in some of the opinions, and the really inferior character which 
he supposes must belong to others, cannot be explained by any abstract moral “nature of 
things” existing antecedently to the concrete thinkers themselves with their ideals. Like 
the positive attributes good and bad, the comparative ones better and worse must be real- 
ized in order to be real. If one ideal judgment be objectively better than another, that bet- 
terness must be made flesh by being lodged concretely in someone’s actual perception. It 
cannot float in the atmosphere, for it is not a sort of meteorological phenomenon, like the 
aurora borealis or the zodiacal light. Its esse is percipi, like the esse of the ideals themselves 
between which it obtains. The philosopher, therefore, who seeks to know which ideal 
ought to have supreme weight and which one ought to be subordinated, must trace the 
ought itself to the de facto constitution of some existing consciousness, behind which, as one 
of the data of the universe, he as a purely ethical philosopher is unable to go. This con- 
sciousness must make the one ideal right by feeling it to be right, the other wrong by feel- 
ing it to be wrong. But now what particular consciousness in the universe can enjoy this 
prerogative of obliging others to conform to a rule which it lays down? 

If one of the thinkers were obviously divine, while all the rest were human, there would 
probably be no practical dispute about the matter. The divine thought would be the 
model, to which the others should conform. But still the theoretic question would remain, 
What is the ground of the obligation, even here? 

In our first essays at answering this question, there is an inevitable tendency to slip into 
an assumption which ordinary men follow when they are disputing with one another about 
questions of good and bad. They imagine an abstract moral order in which the objective 
truth resides; and each tries to prove that this pre-existing order is more accurately re- 
flected in his own ideas than in those of his adversary. It is because one disputant is backed 
by this overarching abstract order that we think the other should submit. Even so, when 
it is a question no longer of two finite thinkers, but of God and ourselves—we follow our 
usual habit, and imagine a sort of de jure relation, which antedates and overarches the mere 
facts, and would make it right that we should conform our thoughts to God’s thoughts, 
even though he made no claim to that effect, and though we preferred de facto to go on 
thinking for ourselves. 

But the moment we take a steady look at the question, we see not only that without a claim 
actually made by some concrete person there can be no obligation, but that there is some obligation 
wherever there 1s a claim. Claim and obligation are, in fact, coextensive terms: they cover 
each other exactly. Our ordinary attitude of regarding ourselves as subject to an overarch- 
ing system of moral relations, true “in themselves,” is therefore either an out-and-out su- 
perstition, or else it must be treated as a merely provisional abstraction from that real 
Thinker in whose actual demand upon us to think as he does our obligation must be ul- 
timately based. In a theistic-ethical philosophy that thinker in question is, of course, the 
Deity to whom the existence of the universe is due. 

I know well how hard it is for those who are accustomed to what I have called the su- 
perstitious view, to realize that every de facto claim creates in so far forth an obligation. We 
inveterately think that something which we call the “validity” of the claim is what gives 
to it its obligatory character, and that this validity is something outside of the claim’s mere 
existence as a matter of fact. It rains down upon the claim, we think, from some sublime 
dimension of being, which the moral law inhabits, much as upon the steel of the compass- 
needle the influence of the Pole rains down from out of the starry heavens. But again, how 
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can such an inorganic abstract character of imperativeness, additional to the imperative- 
ness which is in the concrete claim itself, exist? Take any demand, however slight, which 
any creature, however weak, may make. Ought it not, for its own sole sake, to be satis- 
fied? If not, prove why not. The only possible kind of proof you could adduce would be 
the exhibition of another creature who should make a demand that ran the other way. The 
only possible reason there can be why any phenomenon ought to exist is that such a phe- 
nomenon actually is desired. Any desire is imperative to the extent of its amount; it makes 
itself valid by the fact that it exists at all. Some desires, truly enough, are small desires; 
they are put forward by insignificant persons, and we customarily make light of the oblig- 
ations which they bring. But the fact that such personal demands as these impose small 
obligations does not keep the largest obligations from being personal demands. 

If we must talk impersonally, to be sure we can say that “the universe” requires, ex- 
acts, or makes obligatory such or such an action, whenever it expresses itself through the 
desires of such or such a creature. But it is better not to talk about the universe in this 
personified way, unless we believe in a universal or divine consciousness which actually 
exists. If there be such a consciousness, then its demands carry the most of obligation 
simply because they are the greatest in amount. But it is even then not abstractly right 
that we should respect them. It is only concretely right—or right after the fact, and by 
virtue of the fact, that they are actually made. Suppose we do not respect them, as seems 
largely to be the case in this queer world. That ought not to be, we say; that is wrong. 
But in what way is this fact of wrongness made more acceptable or intelligible when we 
imagine it to consist rather in the laceration of an @ priori ideal order than in the disap- 
pointment of a living personal God? Do we, perhaps, think that we cover God and pro- 
tect him and make his impotence over us less ultimate, when we back him up with this 
a priori blanket from which he may draw some warmth of further appeal? But the only 
force of appeal to ws, which either a living God or an abstract ideal order can wield, is 
found in the “everlasting ruby vaults” of our own human hearts, as they happen to beat 
responsive and not irresponsive to the claim. So far as they do feel it when made by a 
living consciousness, it is life answering to life. A claim thus livingly acknowledged is 
acknowledged with a solidity and fulness which no thought of an “ideal” backing can 
render more complete; while if, on the other hand, the heart’s response is withheld, the 
stubborn phenomenon is there of an impotence in the claims which the universe em- 
bodies, which no talk about an eternal nature of things can gloze over or dispel. An in- 
effective 2 priori order is as impotent a thing as an ineffective God; and in the eye of phi- 
losophy, it is as hard a thing to explain. 

We may now consider that what we distinguished as the metaphysical question in eth- 
ical philosophy is sufficiently answered, and that we have learned what the words “good,” 
“bad,” and “obligation” severally mean. They mean no absolute natures, independent of 
personal support. They are objects of feeling and desire, which have no foothold or an- 
chorage in Being, apart from the existence of actually living minds. 

Wherever such minds exist, with judgments of good and ill, and demands upon one 
another, there is an ethical world in its essential features. Were all other things, gods and 
men and starry heavens, blotted out from this universe, and were there left but one rock 
with two loving souls upon it, that rock would have as thoroughly moral a constitution 
as any possible world which the eternities and immensities could harbor. It would be a 
tragic constitution, because the rock’s inhabitants would die. But while they lived, there 
would be real good things and real bad things in the universe; there would be obligations, 
claims, and expectations; obediences, refusals, and disappointments; compunctions and 
longings for harmony to come again, and inward peace of conscience when it was restored; 
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there would, in short, be a moral life, whose active energy would have no limit but the in- 
tensity of interest in each other with which the hero and heroine might be endowed. 

We, on this terrestrial globe, so far as the visible facts go, are just like the inhabitants 
of such a rock. Whether a God exist, or whether no God exist, in yon blue heaven above 
us bent, we form at any rate an ethical republic here below. And the first reflection which 
this leads to is that ethics have as genuine and real a foothold in a universe where the high- 
est consciousness is human, as in a universe where there is a God as well. “The religion of 
humanity” affords a basis for ethics as well as theism does. Whether the purely human sys- 
tem can gratify the philosopher’s demand as well as the other is a different question, which 
we ourselves must answer ere we close. 


HI 


The last fundamental question in Ethics was, it will be remembered, the casuistic question. 
Here we are, in a world where the existence of a divine thinker has been and perhaps al- 
ways will be doubted by some of the lookers-on, and where, in spite of the presence of a 
large number of ideals in which human beings agree, there are a mass of others about 
which no general consensus obtains. It is hardly necessary to present a literary picture of 
this, for the facts are too well known. The wars of the flesh and the spirit in each man, the 
concupiscences of different individuals pursuing the same unshareable material or social 
prizes, the ideals which contrast so according to races, circumstances, temperaments, 
philosophical beliefs, etc.—all form a maze of apparently inextricable confusion with no 
obvious Ariadne’s thread to lead one out. Yet the philosopher, just because he is a philoso- 
pher, adds his own peculiar ideal to the confusion (with which if he were willing to be a 
sceptic he would be passably content), and insists that over all these individual opinions 
there is a system of truth which he can discover if he only takes sufficient pains. 

We stand ourselves at present in the place of that philosopher, and must not fail to re- 
alize all the features that the situation comports. In the first place we will not be sceptics; 
we hold to it that there is a truth to be ascertained. But in the second place we have just 
gained the insight that that truth cannot be a self-proclaiming set of laws, or an abstract 
“moral reason,” but can only exist in act, or in the shape of an opinion held by some thinker 
really to be found. There is, however, no visible thinker invested with authority. Shall we 
then simply proclaim our own ideals as the law-giving ones? No; for if we are true philoso- 
phers we must throw our own spontaneous ideals, even the dearest, impartially in with 
that total mass of ideals which are fairly to be judged. But how then can we as philoso- 
phers ever find a test; how avoid complete moral scepticism on the one hand, and on the 
other escape bringing a wayward personal standard of our own along with us, on which 
we simply pin our faith? 

The dilemma is a hard one, nor does it grow a bit more easy as we revolve it in our 
minds. The entire undertaking of the philosopher obliges him to seek an impartial test. 
That test, however, must be incarnated in the demand of some actually existent person; 
and how can he pick out the person save by an act in which his own sympathies and pre- 
possessions are implied? 

One method indeed presents itself, and has as a matter of history been taken by the 
more serious ethical schools. If the heap of things demanded proved on inspection less 
chaotic than at first they seemed, if they furnished their own relative test and measure, 
then the casuistic problem would be solved. If it were found that all goods gud goods con- 
tained a common essence, then the amount of this essence involved in any one good would 
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show its rank in the scale of goodness, and order could be quickly made; for this essence 
would be the good upon which all thinkers were agreed, the relatively objective and uni- 
versal good that the philosopher seeks. Even his own private ideals would be measured by 
their share of it, and find their rightful place among the rest. 

Various essences of good have thus been found and proposed as bases of the ethical sys- 
tem. Thus, to be a mean between two extremes; to be recognized by a special intuitive fac- 
ulty; to make the agent happy for the moment; to make others as well as him happy in 
the long run: to add to his perfection or dignity; to harm no one; to follow from reason or 
flow from universal law; to be in accordance with the will of God; to promote the survival 
of the human species on this planet—are so many tests, each of which has been maintained 
by somebody to constitute the essence of all good things or actions so far as they are good. 

No one of the measures that have been actually proposed has, however, given general 
satisfaction. Some are obviously not universally present in all cases—e.g., the character of 
harming no one, or that of following a universal law; for the best course is often cruel; and 
many acts are reckoned good on the sole condition that they be exceptions, and serve not 
as examples of a universal law. Other characters, such as following the will of God, are 
unascertainable and vague. Others again, like survival, are quite indeterminate in their 
consequences, and leave us in the lurch where we most need their help: a philosopher of 
the Sioux Nation, for example, will be certain to use the survival-criterion in a very dif- 
ferent way from ourselves. The best, on the whole, of these marks and measures of good- 
ness seems to be the capacity to bring happiness. But in order not to break down fatally, 
this test must be taken to cover innumerable acts and impulses that never aim at happi- 
ness; so that, after all, in seeking for a universal principle we inevitably are carried onward 
to the most universal principle—that the essence of good is simply to satisfy demand. The de- 
mand may be for anything under the sun. There is really no more ground for supposing 
that all our demands can be accounted for by one universal underlying kind of motive than 
there is ground for supposing that all physical phenomena are cases of a single law. The 
elementary forces in ethics are probably as plural as those of physics are. The various ideals 
have no common character apart from the fact that they are ideals. No single abstract prin- 
ciple can be so used as to yield to the philosopher anything like a scientifically accurate 
and genuinely useful casuistic scale. 

A look at another peculiarity of the ethical universe, as we find it, will still farther show 
us the philosopher’s perplexities. As a purely theoretic problem, namely, the casuistic ques- 
tion would hardly ever come up at all. If the ethical philosopher were only asking after the 
best imaginable system of goods he would indeed have an easy task; for all demands as such 
are prima facie respectable, and the best simply imaginary world would be one in which 
every demand was gratified as soon as made. Such a world would, however, have to have a 
physical constitution entirely different from that of the one which we inhabit. It would 
need not only a space, but a time, “of »—dimensions,” to include all the acts and experi- 
ences incompatible with one another here below, which would then go on in conjunc- 
tion—such as spending our money, yet growing rich; taking our holiday, yet getting ahead 
with our work; shooting and fishing, yet doing no hurt to the beasts; gaining no end of 
experience, yet keeping our youthful freshness of heart; and the like. There can be no ques- 
tion that such a system of things, however brought about, would be the absolutely ideal 
system; and that if a philosopher could create universes 2 priori, and provide all the me- 
chanical conditions, that is the sort of universe which he should unhesitatingly create. 

But this world of ours is made on an entirely different pattern, and the casuistic ques- 
tion here is most tragically practical. The actually possible in this world is vastly narrower 
than all that is demanded; and there is always a pinch between the ideal and the actual 
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which can only be got through by leaving part of the ideal behind. There is hardly a good 
which we can imagine except as competing for the possession of the same bit of space and 
time with some other imagined good. Every end of desire that presents itself appears ex- 
clusive of some other end of desire. Shall a man drink and smoke, or keep his nerves in 
condition?—he cannot do both. Shall he follow his fancy for Amelia, or for Henrietta?— 
both cannot be the choice of his heart. Shall he have the dear old Republican party, or a 
spirit of unsophistication in public affairs?—he cannot have both, etc. So that the ethical 
philosopher’s demand for the right scale of subordination in ideals is the fruit of an alto- 
gether practical need. Some part of the ideal must be butchered, and he needs to know 
which part. It is a tragic situation, and no mere speculative conundrum, with which he 
has to deal. 

Now we are blinded to the real difficulty of the philosopher’s task by the fact that we 
are born into a society whose ideals are largely ordered already. If we follow the ideal which 
is conventionally highest, the others which we butcher either die and do not return to 
haunt us; or if they come back and accuse us of murder, everyone applauds us for turning 
to them a deaf ear. In other words, our environment encourages us not to be philosophers 
but partisans. The philosopher, however, cannot, so long as he clings to his own ideal of 
objectivity, rule out any ideal from being heard. He is confident, and rightly confident, 
that the simple taking counsel of his own intuitive preferences would be certain to end in 
a mutilation of the fulness of the truth. The poet Heine is said to have written “Bunsen” 
in the place of “Gott” in his copy of that author’s work entitled “God in History,” so as to 
make it read “Bunsen in der Geschichte.” Now, with no disrespect to the good and learned 
Baron, is it not safe to say that any single philosopher, however wide his sympathies, must 
be just such a Bunsen in der Geschichte of the moral world, as soon as he attempts to put 
his own ideas of order into that howling mob of desires, each struggling to get breathing 
room for the ideal to which it clings? The very best of men must not only be insensible, 
but be ludicrously and peculiarly insensible, to many goods. As a militant, fighting free- 
handed that the goods to which he zs sensible may not be submerged and lost from out of 
life, the philosopher, like every other human being, is in a natural position. But think of 
Zeno and of Epicurus, think of Calvin and of Paley, think of Kant and Schopenhauer, of 
Herbert Spencer and John Henry Newman, no longer as one-sided champions of special 
ideals, but as schoolmasters deciding what all must think—and what more grotesque topic 
could a satirist wish for on which to exercise his pen? The fabled attempt of Mrs. Part- 
ington to arrest the rising tide of the North Atlantic with her broom was a reasonable 
spectacle compared with their effort to substitute the content of their clean-shaven sys- 
tems for the exuberant mass of goods with which all human nature is in travail, and groan- 
ing to bring to the light of day. Think, furthermore, of such individual moralists, no longer 
as mere schoolmasters, but as pontiffs armed with the temporal power, and having au- 
thority in every concrete case of conflict to order which good shall be butchered and which 
shall be suffered to survive—and the notion really turns one pale. All one’s slumbering 
revolutionary instincts waken at the thought of any single moralist wielding such powers 
of life and death. Better chaos forever than an order based on any closet-philosopher’s rule, 
even though he were the most enlightened possible member of his tribe. No! if the 
philosopher is to keep his judicial position, he must never become one of the parties to the 
fray. 

What can he do, then, it will now be asked, except to fall back on scepticism and give 
up the notion of being a philosopher at all? 

But do we not already see a perfectly definite path of escape which is open to him just 
because he is a philosopher, and not the champion of one particular ideal? Since everything 
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which is demanded is by that fact a good, must not the guiding principle for ethical phi- 
losophy (since all demands conjointly cannot be satisfied in this poor world) be simply to 
satisfy at all times as many demands as we can? That act must be the best act, accordingly, 
which makes for the best whole, in the sense of awakening the least sum of dissatisfactions. 
In the casuistic scale, therefore, those ideals must be written highest which prevail at the 
least cost, or by whose realization the least possible number of other ideals are destroyed. 
Since victory and defeat there must be, the victory to be philosophically prayed for is that 
of the more inclusive side—of the side which even in the hour of triumph will to some 
degree do justice to the ideals in which the vanquished party’s interests lay. The course of 
history is nothing but the story of men’s struggles from generation to generation to find 
the more and more inclusive order. Invent some manner of realizing your own ideals which 
will also satisfy the alien demands—that and that only is the path of peace! Following this 
path, society has shaken itself into one sort of relative equilibrium after another by a se- 
ries of social discoveries quite analogous to those of science. Polyandry and polygamy and 
slavery, private warfare and liberty to kill, judicial torture and arbitrary royal power have 
slowly succumbed to actually aroused complaints; and though someone’s ideals are un- 
questionably the worse off for each improvement, yet a vastly greater total number of them 
find shelter in our civilized society than in the older savage ways. So far then, and up to 
date, the casuistic scale is made for the philosopher already far better than he can ever make 
it for himself. An experiment of the most searching kind has proved that the laws and us- 
ages of the land are what yield the maximum of satisfaction to the thinkers taken all to- 
gether. The presumption in cases of conflict must always be in favor of the conventionally 
recognized good. The philosopher must be a conservative, and in the construction of his 
casuistic scale must put the things most in accordance with the customs of the commu- 
nity on top. 

And yet if he be a true philosopher he must see that there is nothing final in any actu- 
ally given equilibrium of human ideals, but that, as our present laws and customs have 
fought and conquered other past ones, so they will in their turn be overthrown by any 
newly discovered order which will hush up the complaints that they still give rise to, with- 
out producing others louder still. “Rules are made for man, not man for rules”—that one 
sentence is enough to immortalize Green’s Prolegomena to Ethics. And although a man al- 
ways risks much when he breaks away from established rules and strives to realize a larger 
ideal whole than they permit, yet the philosopher must allow that it is at all times open 
to anyone to make the experiment, provided he fear not to stake his life and character upon 
the throw. The pinch is always here. Pent in under every system of moral rules are innu- 
merable persons whom it weighs upon, and goods which it represses; and these are always 
rumbling and grumbling in the background, and ready for any issue by which they may 
get free. See the abuses which the institution of private property covers, so that even to- 
day it is shamelessly asserted among us that one of the prime functions of the national gov- 
ernment is to help the adroiter citizens to grow rich. See the unnamed and unnameable 
sorrows which the tyranny, on the whole so beneficent, of the marriage-institution brings 
to so many, both of the married and the unwed. See the wholesale loss of opportunity under 
our régime of so-called equality and industrialism, with the drummer and the counter- 
jumper in the saddle, for so many faculties and graces which could flourish in the feudal 
world. See our kindliness for the humble and the outcast, how it wars with that stern 
weeding-out which until now has been the condition of every perfection in the breed. See 
everywhere the struggle and the squeeze; and everlastingly the problem how to make them 
less. The anarchists, nihilists, and free-lovers; the free-silverites, socialists, and single-tax 
men; the free-traders and civil-service reformers; the prohibitionists and anti-vivisectionists; 
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the radical darwinians with their idea of the suppression of the weak—these and all the 
conservative sentiments of society arrayed against them, are simply deciding through ac- 
tual experiment by what sort of conduct the maximum amount of good can be gained and 
kept in this world. These experiments are to be judged, not 2 priori, but by actually find- 
ing, after the fact of their making, how much more outcry or how much appeasement 
comes about. What closet-solutions can possibly anticipate the result of trials made on 
such a scale? Or what can any superficial theorist’s judgment be worth, in a world where 
every one of hundreds of ideals has its special champion already provided in the shape of 
some genius expressly born to feel it, and to fight to death in its behalf ? The pure philoso- 
pher can only follow the windings of the spectacle, confident that the line of least resis- 
tance will always be towards the richer and the more inclusive arrangement, and that by 
one tack after another some approach.to the kingdom of heaven is incessantly made. 


IV 


All this amounts to saying that, so far as the casuistic question goes, ethical science is just 
like physical science, and instead of being deducible all at once from abstract principles, 
must simply bide its time, and be ready to revise its conclusions from day to day. The pre- 
sumption of course, in both sciences, always is that the vulgarly accepted opinions are true, 
and the right casuistic order that which public opinion believes in; and surely it would be 
folly quite as great, in most of us, to strike out independently and to aim at originality in 
ethics as in physics. Every now and then, however, someone is born with the right to be 
original, and his revolutionary thought or action may bear prosperous fruit. He may re- 
place old “laws of nature” by better ones; he may, by breaking old moral rules in a certain 
place, bring in a total condition of things more ideal than would have followed had the 
rules been kept. 

On the whole, then, we must conclude that no philosophy of ethics is possible in the 
old-fashioned absolute sense of the term. Everywhere the ethical philosopher must wait on 
facts. The thinkers who create the ideals come he knows not whence, their sensibilities are 
evolved he knows not how; and the question as to which of two conflicting ideals will give 
the best universe then and there, can be answered by him only through the aid of the ex- 
perience of other men. I said some time ago, in treating of the “first” question, that the 
intuitional moralists deserve credit for keeping most clearly to the psychological facts. 
They do much to spoil this merit on the whole, however, by mixing with it that dogmatic 
temper which, by absolute distinctions and unconditional “thou shalt nots,” changes a 
growing, elastic, and continuous life into a superstitious system of relics and dead bones. 
In point of fact, there are no absolute evils, and there are no non-moral goods; and the 
highest ethical life—however few may be called to bear its burdens—consists at all times 
in the breaking of rules which have grown too narrow for the actual case. There is but one 
unconditional commandment, which is that we should seek incessantly, with fear and 
trembling, so to vote and to act as to bring about the very largest total universe of good 
which we can see. Abstract rules indeed can help; but they help the less in proportion as 
our intuitions are more piercing, and our vocation is the stronger for the moral life. For 
every real dilemma is in literal strictness a unique situation; and the exact combination of 
ideals realized and ideals disappointed which each decision creates is always a universe 
without a precedent, and for which no adequate previous rule exists. The philosopher, 
then, qua philosopher, is no better able to determine the best universe in the concrete 
emergency than other men. He sees, indeed, somewhat better than most men what the 
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question always is—not a question of this good or that good simply taken, but of the two 
total universes with which these goods respectively belong. He knows that he must vote 
always for the richer universe, for the good which seems most organizable, most fit to enter 
into complex combinations, most apt to be a member of a more inclusive whole. But which 
particular universe this is he cannot know for certain in advance; he only knows that if he 
makes a bad mistake the cries of the wounded will soon inform him of the fact. In all this 
the philosopher is just like the rest of us non-philosophers, so far as we are just and sym- 
pathetic instinctively, and so far as we are open to the voice of complaint. His function is 
in fact indistinguishable from that of the best kind of statesman at the present day. His 
books upon ethics, therefore, so far as they truly touch the moral life, must more and more 
ally themselves with a literature which is confessedly tentative and suggestive rather than 
dogmatic—TI mean with novels and dramas of the deeper sort, with sermons, with books 
on statecraft and philanthropy and social and economical reform. Treated in this way eth- 
ical treatises may be voluminous and luminous as well; but they never can be final, except 
in their abstractest and vaguest features; and they must more and more abandon the old- 
fashioned, clear-cut, and would-be “scientific” form. 


y 


The chief of all the reasons why concrete ethics cannot be final is that they have to wait 
on metaphysical and theological beliefs. I said some time back that real ethical relations 
existed in a purely human world. They would exist even in what we called a moral soli- 
tude if the thinker had various ideals which took hold of him in turn. His self of one duty 
would make demands on his self of another; and some of the demands might be urgent 
and tyrannical, while others were gentle and easily put aside. We call the tyrannical de- 
mands imperatives. If we ignore these we do not hear the last of it. The good which we have 
wounded returns to plague us with interminable crops of consequential damages, com- 
punctions, and regrets. Obligation can thus exist inside a single thinker’s consciousness; 
and perfect peace can abide with him only so far as he lives according to some sort of a ca- 
suistic scale which keeps his more imperative goods on top. It is the nature of these goods 
to be cruel to their rivals. Nothing shall avail when weighed in the balance against them. 
They call out all the mercilessness in our disposition, and do not easily forgive us if we are 
so soft-hearted as to shrink from sacrifice in their behalf. 

The deepest difference, practically, in the moral life of man is the difference between 
the easy-going and the strenuous mood. When in the easy-going mood the shrinking from 
present ill is our ruling consideration. The strenuous mood, on the contrary, makes us 
quite indifferent to present ill, if only the greater ideal be attained. The capacity for the 
strenuous mood probably lies slumbering in every man, but it has more difficulty in some 
than in others in waking up. It needs the wilder passions to arouse it, the big fears, loves, 
and indignations; or else the deeply penetrating appeal of some one of the higher fideli- 
ties, like justice, truth or freedom. Strong relief is a necessity of its vision; and a world 
where all the mountains are brought down and all the valleys are exalted is no congenial 
place for its habitation. This is why in a solitary thinker this mood might slumber on for- 
ever without waking. His various ideals, known to him to be mere preferences of his own, 
are too nearly of the same denominational value: he can play fast or loose with them at 
will. This too is why, in a merely human world without a God, the appeal to our moral 
energy falls short of its maximal stimulating power. Life, to be sure, is even in such a world 
a genuinely ethical symphony; but it is played in the compass of a couple of poor octaves, 
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and the infinite scale of values fails to open up. Many of us, indeed—like Sir James Stephen 
in those eloquent Essays by a Barrister—would openly laugh at the very idea of the stren- 
uous mood being awakened in us by those claims of remote posterity which constitute the 
last appeal of the religion of humanity. We do not love these men of the future keenly 
enough; and we love them perhaps the less the more we hear of their evolutionized per- 
fection, their high average longevity and education, their freedom from war and crime, 
their relative immunity from pain and zymotic disease, and all their other negative supe- 
riorities. This is all too finite, we say; we see too well the vacuum beyond. It lacks the note 
of infinitude and mystery, and may all be dealt with in the don’t-care mood. No need of 
agonizing ourselves or making others agonize for these good creatures just at present. 

When, however, we believe that a God is there, and that he is one of the claimants, the 
infinite perspective opens out. The scale of the symphony is incalculably prolonged. The 
more imperative ideals now begin to speak with an altogether new objectivity and signif- 
icance, and to utter the penetrating, shattering, tragically challenging note of appeal. They 
ring out like the call of Victor Hugo’s alpine eagle, “qui parle au précipice et que le gouf- 
fre entend,” and the strenuous mood awakens at the sound. It saith among the trumpets, 
ha, ha! it smelleth the battle afar off, the thunder of the captains and the shouting. Its 
blood is up; and cruelty to the lesser claims, so far from being a deterrent element, does 
but add to the stern joy with which it leaps to answer to the greater. All through history, 
in the periodical conflicts of puritanism with the don’t-care temper, we see the antagonism 
of the strenuous and genial moods, and the contrast between the ethics of infinite and mys- 
terious obligation from on high, and those of prudence and the satisfaction of merely fi- 
nite need. 

The capacity of the strenuous mood lies so deep down among our natural human pos- 
sibilities that even if there were no metaphysical or traditional grounds for believing in a 
God, men would postulate one simply as a pretext for living hard, and getting out of the 
game of existence its keenest possibilities of zest. Our atcitude towards concrete evils is 
entirely different in a world where we believe there are none but finite demanders, from 
what it is in one where we joyously face tragedy for an infinite demander’s sake. Every sort 
of energy and endurance, of courage and capacity for handling life’s evils, is set free in those 
who have religious faith. For this reason the strenuous type of character will on the bat- 
tlefield of human history always outwear the easy-going type, and religion will drive irre- 
ligion to the wall. 

It would seem, too—and this is my final conclusion—that the stable and systematic 
moral universe for which the ethical philosopher asks is fully possible only in a world where 
there is a divine thinker with all-enveloping demands. If such a thinker existed, his way of 
subordinating the demands to one another would be the finally valid casuistic scale; his 
claims would be the most appealing; his ideal universe would be the most inclusive realiz- 
able whole. If he now exist, then actualized in his thought already must be that ethical phi- 
losophy which we seek as the pattern which our own must evermore approach.’ In the in- 
terests of our own ideal of systematically unified moral truth, therefore, we, as would-be 
philosophers, must postulate a divine thinker, and pray for the victory of the religious 
cause. Meanwhile, exactly what the thought of the infinite thinker may be is hidden from 
us even were we sure of his existence; so that our postulation of him after all serves only to 
let loose in us the strenuous mood. But this is what it does in all men, even those who have 
no interest in philosophy. The ethical philosopher, therefore, whenever he ventures to say 
which course of action is the best, is on no essentially different level from the common man. 
“See, I have set before thee this day life and good, and death and evil; therefore, choose life 
that thou and thy seed may live’—when this challenge comes to us, it is simply our total 
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character and personal genius that are on trial; and if we invoke any so-called philosophy, 
our choice and use of that also are but revelations of our personal aptitude or incapacity for 
moral life. From this unsparing practical ordeal no professor's lectures and no array of books 
can save us. The solving word, for the learned and the unlearned man alike, lies in the last 
resort in the dumb willingnesses and unwillingnesses of their interior characters, and 
nowhere else. It is not in heaven, neither is it beyond the sea; but the word is very nigh 
unto thee, in thy mouth and in thy heart, that thou mayest do it. 


Notes 


1. An Address to the Yale Philosophical Club, published in the International Journal of Ethics, April, 
189A 

2. The Principles of Psychology, New York, H. Holt & Co., 1890. 

3. All this is set forth with great freshness and force in the work of my colleague, Professor Josiah 
Royce: The Religious Aspect of Philosophy, Boston, 1885. 


* 17. JOHN DEWEY 


John Dewey (1859-1952), who taught at the University of Chicago and then at Columbia Uni- 
versity, was a leading American philosopher who played a crucial role in the development of 
pragmatism. He viewed ethical judgments as neither mere expressions of emotion nor reve- 
lations of a transcendent order but rather as statements of human ideals, emerging from and 
testable in experience. 


The Quest for Certainty 


THE CONSTRUCTION OF GOOD 


We saw at the outset of our discussion that insecurity generates the quest for certainty. 
Consequences issue from every experience, and they are the source of our interest in what 
is present. Absence of arts of regulation diverted the search for security into irrelevant 
modes of practice, into rite and cult; thought was devoted to discovery of omens rather 
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than of signs of what is to occur. Gradually there was differentiation of two realms, one 
higher, consisting of the powers which determine human destiny in all important affairs. 
With this religion was concerned. The other consisted of the prosaic matters in which man 
relied upon his own skill and his matter-of-fact insight. Philosophy inherited the idea of 
this division. Meanwhile in Greece many of the arts had attained a state of development 
which raised them above a merely routine state; there were intimations of measure, order 
and regularity in materials dealt with which give intimations of underlying rationality. 
Because of the growth of mathematics, there arose also the ideal of a purely rational knowl- 
edge, intrinsically solid and worthy and the means by which the intimations of rational- 
ity within changing phenomena could be comprehended within science. For the intellec- 
tual class the stay and consolation, the warrant of certainty, provided by religion was 
henceforth found in intellectual demonstration of the reality of the objects of an ideal 
realm. 

With the expansion of Christianity, ethico-religious traits came to dominate the purely 
rational ones. The ultimate authoritative standards for regulation of the dispositions and 
purposes of the human will were fused with those which satisfied the demands for neces- 
sary and universal truth. The authority of ultimate Being was, moreover, represented on 
earth by the Church; that which in its nature transcended intellect was made known by a 
revelation of which the Church was the interpreter and guardian. The system endured for 
centuries. While it endured, it provided an integration of belief and conduct for the west- 
ern world. Unity of thought and practice extended down to every detail of the manage- 
ment of life; efficacy of its operation did not depend upon thought. It was guaranteed by 
the most powerful and authoritative of all social institutions. 

Its seemingly solid foundation was, however, undermined by the conclusions of mod- 
ern science. They effected, both in themselves and even more in the new interests and ac- 
tivities they generated, a breach between what man is concerned with here and now and 
the faith concerning ultimate reality which, in determining his ultimate and eternal des- 
tiny, had previously given regulation to his present life. The problem of restoring inte- 
gration and cooperation between man’s beliefs about the world in which he lives and his 
beliefs about the values and purposes that should direct his conduct is the deepest prob- 
lem of modern life. It is the problem of any philosophy that is not isolated from that life. 

The attention which has been given to the fact that in its experimental procedure sci- 
ence has surrendered the separation between knowing and doing has its source in the fact 
that there is now provided within a limited, specialized and technical field the possibility 
and earnest, as far as theory is concerned, of effecting the needed integration in the wider 
field of collective human experience. Philosophy is called upon to be the theory of the prac- 
tice, through ideas sufficiently definite to be operative in experimental endeavor, by which 
the integration may be made secure in actual experience. Its central problem is the rela- 
tion that exists between the beliefs about the nature of things due to natural science and 
beliefs about values—using that word to designate whatever is taken to have rightful au- 
thority in the direction of conduct. A philosophy which should take up this problem is 
struck first of all by the fact that beliefs about values are pretty much in the position in 
which beliefs about nature were before the scientific revolution. There is either a basic dis- 
trust of the capacity of experience to develop its own regulative standards, and an appeal 
to what philosophers call external values, in order to ensure regulation of belief and ac- 
tion; or there is acceptance of enjoyments actually experienced irrespective of the method 
or operation by which they are brought into existence. Complete bifurcation between ra- 
tionalistic method and an empirical method has its final and most deeply human signifi- 
cance in the ways in which good and bad are thought of and acted for and upon. 
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As far as technical philosophy reflects this situation, there is division of theories of val- 
ues into two kinds. On the one hand, goods and evils, in every region of life, as they are 
concretely experienced, are regarded as characteristic of an inferior order of Being—in- 
trinsically inferior. Just because they are things of human experience, their worth must be 
estimated by reference to standards and ideals derived from ultimate reality. Their defects 
and perversion are attributed to the same fact; they are to be corrected and controlled 
through adoption of methods of conduct derived from loyalty to the requirements of 
Supreme Being. This philosophic formulation gets actuality and force from the fact that 
it is a rendering of the beliefs of men in general as far as they have come under the influ- 
ence of institutional religion. Just as rational conceptions were once superimposed upon 
observed and temporal phenomena, so eternal values are superimposed upon experienced 
goods. In one case as in the other, the alternative is supposed to be confusion and lawless- 
ness. Philosophers suppose these eternal values are known by reason; the mass of persons 
that they are divinely revealed. 

Nevertheless, with the expansion of secular interests, temporal values have enormously 
multiplied; they absorb more and more attention and energy. The sense of transcendent 
values has become enfeebled; instead of permeating all things in life, it is more and more 
restricted to special times and acts. The authority of the church to declare and impose di- 
vine will and purpose has narrowed. Whatever men say and profess, their tendency in the 
presence of actual evils is to resort to natural and empirical means to remedy them. But 
in formal belief, the old doctrine of the inherently disturbed and unworthy character of 
the goods and standards of ordinary experience persists. This divergence between what 
men do and what they nominally profess is closely connected with the confusions and con- 
flicts of modern thought. 

It is not meant to assert that no attempts have been made to replace the older theory 
regarding the authority of immutable and transcendent values by conceptions more con- 
gruous with the practices of daily life. The contrary is the case. The utilitarian theory, to 
take one instance, has had great power. The idealistic school is the only one in contempo- 
rary philosophies, with the exception of one form of neo-realism, that makes much of the 
notion of a reality which is all one with ultimate moral and religious values. But this 
school is also the one most concerned with the conservation of “spiritual” life. Equally sig- 
nificant is the fact that empirical theories retain the notion that thought and judgment are 
concerned with values that are experienced independently of them. For these theories, 
emotional satisfactions occupy the same place that sensations hold in traditional empiri- 
cism. Values are constituted by liking and enjoyment; to be enjoyed and to be a value are 
two names for one and the same fact. Since science has extruded values from its objects, 
these empirical theories do everything possible to emphasize their purely subjective char- 
acter of value. A psychological theory of desire and liking is supposed to cover the whole 
ground of the theory of values; in it, immediate feeling is the counterpart of immediate 
sensation. 

I shall not object to this empirical theory as far as it connects the theory of values with 
concrete experiences of desire and satisfaction. The idea that there is such a connection is 
the only way known to me by which the pallid remoteness of the rationalistic theory, and 
the only too glaring presence of the institutional theory of transcendental values can be es- 
caped. The objection is that the theory in question holds down value to objects antecedently 
enjoyed, apart from reference to the method by which they come into existence; it takes 
enjoyments which are casual because unregulated by intelligent operations to be values in 
and of themselves. Operational thinking needs to be applied to the judgment of values 
just as it has now finally been applied in conceptions of physical objects. Experimental em- 
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piricism in the field of ideas of good and bad is demanded to meet the conditions of the 
present situation. 

The scientific revolution came about when material of direct and uncontrolled experi- 
ence was taken as problematic; as supplying material to be transformed by reflective op- 
erations into known objects. The contrast between experienced and known objects was 
found to be a temporal one; namely, one between empirical subject-matters which were 
had or “given” prior to the acts of experimental variation and redisposition and those 
which succeeded these acts and issued from them. The notion of an act whether of sense 
or thought which supplied a valid measure of thought in immediate knowledge was dis- 
credited. Consequences of operations became the important thing. The suggestion almost 
imperatively follows that escape from the defects of transcendental absolutism is not to be 
had by setting up as values enjoyments that happen anyhow, but in defining value by en- 
joyments which are the consequences of intelligent action. Without the intervention of 
thought, enjoyments are not values but problematic goods, becoming values when they 
re-issue in a changed form from intelligent behavior. The fundamental trouble with the 
current empirical theory of values is that it merely formulates and justifies the socially pre- 
vailing habit of regarding enjoyments as they are actually experienced as values in and of 
themselves. It completely side-steps the question of regulation of these enjoyments. This 
issue involves nothing less than the problem of the directed reconstruction of economic, 
political and religious institutions. 

There was seemingly a paradox involved in the notion that if we turned our backs upon 
the immediately perceived qualities of things, we should be enabled to form valid con- 
ceptions of objects, and that these conceptions could be used to bring about a more secure 
and more significant experience of them. But the method terminated in disclosing the con- 
nections or interactions upon which perceived objects, viewed as events, depend. Formal 
analogy suggests that we regard our direct and original experience of things liked and en- 
joyed as only possibilities of values to be achieved; that enjoyment becomes a value when 
we discover the relations upon which its presence depends. Such a causal and operational 
definition gives only a conception of value, not a value itself. But the utilization of the 
conception in action results in an object having secure and significant value. 

The formal statement may be given concrete content by pointing to the difference be- 
tween the enjoyed and the enjoyable, the desired and the desirable, the satisfying and the 
satisfactory. To say that something is enjoyed is to make a statement about a fact, some- 
thing already in existence; it is not to judge the value of that fact. There is no difference 
between such a proposition and one which says that something is sweet or sour, red or 
black. It is just correct or incorrect and that is the end of the matter. But to call an object 
a value is to assert that it satisfies or fulfills certain conditions. Function and status in meet- 
ing conditions is a different matter from bare existence. The fact that something is desired 
only raises the question of its desirability; it does not settle it. Only a child in the degree 
of his immaturity thinks to settle the question of desirability by reiterated proclamation: 
“I want it, I want it, I want it.” What is objected to in the current empirical theory of val- 
ues is not connection of them with desire and enjoyment but failure to distinguish be- 
tween enjoyments of radically different sorts. There are many common expressions in 
which the difference of the two kinds is clearly recognized. Take for example the differ- 
ence between the ideas of “satisfying” and “satisfactory.” To say that something satisfies is 
to report something as an isolated finality. To assert that it is satisfactory is to define it in 
its connections and interactions. The fact that it pleases or is immediately congenial poses 
a problem to judgment. How shall the satisfaction be rated? Is it a value or is it not? Is it 
something to be prized and cherished, to be enjoyed? Not stern moralists alone but every- 
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day experience informs us that finding satisfaction in a thing may be a warning, a sum- 
mons to be on the lookout for consequences. To declare something satisfactory is to assert 
that it meets specificable conditions. It is, in effect, a judgment that the thing “will do.” 
It involves a prediction; it contemplates a future in which the thing will continue to serve; 
it will do. It asserts a consequence the thing will actively institute; it will do. That it is 
satisfying is the content of a proposition of fact; that it is satisfactory is a judgment, an es- 
timate, an appraisal. It denotes an attitude zo be taken, that of striving to perpetuate and 
to make secure. 

It is worth notice that besides the instances given, there are many other recognitions 
in ordinary speech of the distinction. The endings “able,” “worthy” and “ful” are cases in 
point. Noted and notable, noteworthy; remarked and remarkable; advised and advisable; 
wondered at and wonderful; pleasing and beautiful; loved and lovable; blamed and blame- 
able, blameworthy; objected to and objectionable; esteemed and estimable; admired and 
admirable; shamed and shameful; honored and honorable; approved and approvable, wor- 
thy of approbation, etc. The multiplication of words adds nothing to the force of the dis- 
tinction. But it aids in conveying a sense of the fundamental character of the distinction; 
of the difference between mere report of an already existent fact and judgment as to the 
importance and need of bringing a fact into existence; or, if it is already there, of sustain- 
ing it in existence. The latter is a genuine practical judgment, and marks the only type of 
judgment that has to do with the direction of action. Whether or no we reserve the term 
“value” for the latter, (as seems to me proper) is a minor matter; that the distinction be ac- 
knowledged as the key to understanding the relation of values to the direction of conduct 
is the important thing. 

This element of direction by an idea of value applies to science as well as anywhere else. 
For in every scientific undertaking, there is passed a constant succession of estimates; such 
as “it is worth treating these faces as data or evidence; it is advisable to try this experi- 
ment; to make that observation; to entertain such and such a hypothesis; to perform this 
calculation,” etc. 

The word “taste” has perhaps got too completely associated with arbitrary liking to ex- 
press the nature of judgments of value. But if the word be used in the sense of an appre- 
ciation at once cultivated and active, one may say that the formation of taste is the chief 
matter wherever values enter in, whether intellectual, esthetic or moral. Relatively im- 
mediate judgments, which we call tact or to which we give the name of intuition, do not 
precede reflective inquiry, but are the funded products of much thoughtful experience. Ex- 
pertness of taste is at once the result and the reward of constant exercise of thinking. In- 
stead of there being no disputing about tastes, they are the one thing worth disputing 
about, if by “dispute” is signified discussion involving reflective inquiry. Taste, if we use 
the word in its best sense, is the outcome of experience brought cumulatively to bear on 
the intelligent appreciation of the real worth of likings and enjoyments. There is nothing 
in which a person so completely reveals himself as in the things which he judges enjoy- 
able and desirable. Such judgments are the sole alternative to the domination of belief by 
impulse, chance, blind habit and self-interest. The formation of a cultivated and effectively 
operative good judgment or taste with respect to what is esthetically admirable, intellec- 
tually acceptable and morally approvable is the supreme task set to human beings by the 
incidents of experience. 

Propositions about what is or has been liked are of instrumental value in reaching judg- 
ments of value, in as far as the conditions and consequences of the thing liked are thought 
about. In themselves they make no claims; they put forth no demand upon subsequent at- 
titudes and acts; they profess no authority to direct. If one likes a thing he likes it; that zs 
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a point about which there can be no dispute:—although it is not so easy to state just what 
is liked as is frequently assumed. A judgment about what is to be desired and enjoyed is, 
on the other hand, a claim on future action; it possesses de jure and not merely de facto qual- 
ity. It is a matter of frequent experience that likings and enjoyments are of all kinds, and 
that many are such as reflective judgments condemn. By way of self-justification and “ra- 
tionalization,” an enjoyment creates a tendency to assert that the thing enjoyed is a value. 
This assertion of validity adds authority to the fact. It is a decision that the object has a 
right to exist and hence a claim upon action to further its existence. 

The analogy between the status of the theory of values and the theory of ideas about 
natural objects before the rise of experimental inquiry may be carried further. The sensa- 
tionalistic theory of the origin and test of thought evoked, by way of reaction, the tran- 
scendental theory of a priori ideas. For it failed utterly to account for objective connection, 
order and regularity in objects observed. Similarly, any doctrine that identifies the mere 
fact of being liked with the value of the object liked so fails to give direction to conduct 
when direction is needed that it automatically calls forth the assertion that there are val- 
ues eternally in Being that are the standards of all judgments and the obligatory ends of 
all action. Without the introduction of operational thinking, we oscillate between a theory 
that, in order to save the objectivity of judgments of values, isolates them from experience 
and nature, and a theory that, in order to save their concrete and human significance, re- 
duces them to mere statements about our own feelings. 

Not even the most devoted adherents of the notion that enjoyment and value are equiv- 
alent facts wound venture to assert that because we have once liked a thing we should go 
on liking it; they are compelled to introduce the idea that some tastes are to be cultivated. 
Logically, there is no ground for introducing the idea of cultivation; liking is liking, and 
one is as good as another. If enjoyments are values, the judgment of value cannot regulate 
the form which liking takes; it cannot regulate its own conditions. Desire and purpose, 
and hence action, are left without guidance, although the question of regulation of their 
formation is the supreme problem of practical life. Values (to sum up) may be connected 
inherently with liking, and yet not with every liking but only with those that judgment 
has approved, after examination of the relation upon which the object liked depends. A 
casual liking is one that happens without knowledge of how it occurs nor to what effect. 
The difference between it and one which is sought because of a judgment that it is worth 
having and is to be striven for, makes just the difference between enjoyments which are 
accidental and enjoyments that have value and hence a claim upon our attitude and con- 
duct. 

In any case, the alternative rationalistic theory does not afford the guidance for the sake 
of which eternal and immutable norms are appealed to. The scientist finds no help in de- 
termining the probable truth of some proposed theory by comparing it with a standard of 
absolute truth and immutable being. He has to rely upon definite operations undertaken 
under definite conditions—upon method. We can hardly imagine an architect getting aid 
in the construction of a building from an ideal at large, though we can understand his 
framing an ideal on the basis of knowledge of actual conditions and needs. Nor does the 
ideal of perfect beauty in antecedent Being give direction to a painter in producing a par- 
ticular work of art. In morals, absolute perfection does not seem to be more than a gener- 
alized hypostatization of the recognition that there is a good to be sought, an obligation 
to be met—both being concrete matters. Nor is the defect in this respect merely negative. 
An examination of history would reveal, I am confident, that these general and remote 
schemes of value actually obtain a content definite enough and near enough to concrete 
Situations as to afford guidance in action only by consecrating some institution or dogma 
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already having social currency. Concreteness is gained, but it is by protecting from inquiry 
some accepted standard which perhaps is outworn and in need of criticism. 

When theories of values do not afford intellectual assistance in framing ideas and be- 
liefs about values that are adequate to direct action, the gap must be filled by other means. 
If intelligent method is lacking, prejudice, the pressure of immediate circumstance, self- 
interest and class-interest, traditional customs, institutions of accidental historic origin, 
are not lacking, and they tend to take the place of intelligence. Thus we are led to our main 
proposition: Judgments about values are judgments about the conditions and the results of experi- 
enced objects; judgments about that which should regulate the formation of our desires, affections and 
enjoyments. For whatever decides their formation will determine the main course of our con- 
duct, personal and social. 

If it sounds strange to hear that we should frame our judgments as to what has value 
by considering the connections in existence of what we like and enjoy, the reply is not far 
to seek. As long as we do not engage in this inquiry enjoyments (values if we choose to 
apply that term) are casual; they are given by “nature,” not constructed by art. Like natu- 
ral objects in their qualitative existence, they at most only supply material for elaboration 
in rational discourse. A feeling of good or excellence is as far removed from goodness in fact 
as a feeling that objects are intellectually thus and so is removed from their being actually 
so. To recognize that the truth of natural objects can be reached only by the greatest care 
in selecting and arranging directed operations, and then to suppose that values can be truly 
determined by the mere fact of liking seems to leave us in an incredible position. All the 
serious perplexities of life come back to the genuine difficulty of forming a judgment as 
to the values of the situation; they come back to a conflict of goods. Only dogmatism can 
suppose that serious moral conflict is between something clearly bad and something 
known to be good, and that uncertainty lies wholly in the will of the one choosing. Most 
conflicts of importance are conflicts between things which are or have been satisfying, not 
between good and evil. And to suppose that we can make a hierarchical table of values at 
large once for all, a kind of catalogue in which they are arranged in an order of ascending 
or descending worth, is to indulge in a gloss on our inability to frame intelligent judg- 
ments in the concrete. Or else it is to dignify customary choice and prejudice by a title of 
honor. 

The alternative to definition, classification and systematization of satisfactions just as 
they happen to occur is judgment of them by means of the relations under which they 
occur. If we know the conditions under which the act of liking, of desire and enjoyment, 
takes place, we are in a position to know what are the consequences of that act. The dif- 
ference between the desired and the desirable, admired and the admirable, becomes effec- 
tive at just this point. Consider the difference between the proposition “That thing has 
been eaten,” and the judgment “That thing is edible.” The former statement involves no 
knowledge of any relation except the one stated; while we are able to judge the edibility 
of anything only when we have a knowledge of its interactions with other things sufficient 
to enable us to foresee its probable effects when it is taken into the organism and produces 
effects there. 

To assume that anything can be known in isolation from its connections with other 
things is to identify knowing with merely having some object before perception or in feel- 
ing, and is thus to lose the key to the traits that distinguish an object as known. It is fu- 
tile, even silly, to suppose that some quality that is directly present constitutes the whole 
of the thing presenting the quality. It does not do so when the quality is that of being hot 
or fluid or heavy, and it does not when the quality is that of giving pleasure, or being 
enjoyed. Such qualities are, once more, effects, ends in the sense of closing termini of 
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processes involving causal connections. They are something to be investigated, challenges 
to inquiry and judgment. The more connections and interactions we ascertain, the more 
we know the object in question. Thinking is search for these connections. Heat experienced 
as a consequence of directed operations has a meaning quite different from the heat that 
is casually experienced without knowledge of how it came about. The same is true of en- 
joyments. Enjoyments that issue from conduct directed by insight into relations have a 
meaning and a validity due to the way in which they are experienced. Such enjoyments 
are not repented of; they generate no after-taste of bitterness. Even in the midst of direct 
enjoyment, there is a sense of validity, of authorization, which intensifies the enjoyment. 
There is solicitude for perpetuation of the object having value which is radically different 
from mere anxiety to perpetuate the feeling of enjoyment. 

Such statements as we have been making are, therefore, far from implying that there 
are values apart from things actually enjoyed as good. To find a thing enjoyable is, so to 
say, a plus enjoyment. We saw that it was foolish to treat the scientific object as a rival to 
or substitute for the perceived object, since the former is intermediate between uncertain 
and settled situations and those experienced under conditions of greater control. In the 
same way, judgment of the value of an object to be experienced is instrumental to appre- 
ciation of it when it is realized. But the notion that every object that happens to satisfy 
has an equal claim with every other to be a value is like supposing that every object of per- 
ception has the same cognitive force as every other. There is no knowledge without per- 
ception; but objects perceived are known only when they are determined as consequences 
of connective operations. There is no value except where there is satisfaction, but there 
have to be certain conditions fulfilled to transform a satisfaction into a value. 

The time will come when it will be found passing strange that we of this age should 
take such pains to control by every means at command the formation of ideas of physical 
things, even those most remote from human concern, and yet are content with haphazard 
beliefs about the qualities of objects that regulate our deepest interests; that we are scrupu- 
lous as to methods of forming ideas of natural objects, and either dogmatic or else driven 
by immediate conditions in framing those about values. There is, by implication, if not 
explicitly, a prevalent notion that values are already well known and that all which is lack- 
ing is the will to cultivate them in the order of their worth. In fact the most profound lack 
is not the will to act upon goods already known but the will to know what they are. 

It is not a dream that it is possible to exercise some degree of regulation of the occur- 
rence of enjoyments which are of value. Realization of the possibility is exemplified, for 
example, in the technologies and arts of industrial life—that is, up to a definite limit. Men 
desired heat, light, and speed of transit and of communication beyond what nature pro- 
vides of itself. These things have been attained not by lauding the enjoyment of these 
things and preaching their desirability, but by study of the conditions of their manifesta- 
tion. Knowledge of relations having been obtained, ability to produce followed, and en- 
joyment ensued as a matter of course. It is, however, an old story that enjoyment of these 
things as goods is no warrant of their bringing only good in their train. As Plato was given 
to pointing out, the physician knows how to heal and the orator to persuade, but the ul- 
terior knowledge of whether it is better for a man to be healed or to be persuaded to the 
orator’s opinion remains unsettled. Here there appears the split between what are tradi- 
tionally and conventionally called the values of the baser arts and the higher values of the 
truly personal and humane arts. 

With respect to the former, there is no assumption that they can be had and enjoyed 
without definite operative knowledge. With respect to them it is also clear that the degree 
in which we value them is measurable by the pains taken to control the conditions of their 
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occurrence. With respect to the latter, it is assumed that no one who is honest can be in 
doubt what they are; that by revelation, or conscience, or the instruction of others, or im- 
mediate feeling, they are clear beyond question. And instead of action in their behalf being 
taken to be a measure of the extent to which things are values to us, it is assumed that the 
difficulty is to persuade men to act upon what they already know to be good. Knowledge 
of conditions and consequences is regarded as wholly indifferent to judging what is of se- 
rious value, though it is useful in a prudential way in trying to actualize it. In consequence, 
the existence of values that are by common consent of a secondary and technical sort are 
under a fair degree of control, while those denominated supreme and imperative are sub- 
ject to all the winds of impulse, custom and arbitrary authority. 

This distinction between higher and lower types of value is itself something to be 
looked into. Why should there be a sharp division made between some goods as physical 
and material and others as ideal and “spiritual”? The question touches the whole dualism 
of the material and the ideal at its root. To denominate anything “matter” or “material” is 
not in truth to disparage it. It is, if the designation is correctly applied, a way of indicat- 
ing that the thing in question is a condition or means of the existence of something else. 
And disparagement of effective means is practically synonymous with disregard of the 
things that are termed, in eulogistic fashion, ideal and spiritual. For the latter terms if they 
have any concrete application at all signify something which is a desirable consummation 
of conditions, a cherished fulfillment of means. The sharp separation between material and 
ideal good thus deprives the latter of the underpinning of effective support while it opens 
the way for treating things which should be employed as means as ends in themselves. For 
since men cannot after all live without some measure of possession of such matters as health 
and wealth, the latter things will be viewed as values and ends in isolation unless they are 
treated as integral constituents of the goods that are deemed supreme and final. 

The relations that determine the occurrence of what human beings experience, espe- 
cially when social connections are taken into account, are indefinitely wider and more com- 
plex than those that determine the events termed physical; the latter are the outcome of 
definite selective operations. This is the reason why we know something about remote ob- 
jects like the stars better than we know significantly characteristic things about our own 
bodies and minds. We forget the infinite number of things we do not know about the stars, 
or rather that what we call a star is itself the product of the elimination, enforced and de- 
liberate, of most of the traits that belong to an actual existence. The amount of knowledge 
we possess about stars would not seem very great or very important if it were carried over 
to human beings and exhausted our knowledge of them. It is inevitable that genuine 
knowledge of man and society should lag far behind physical knowledge. 

But this difference is not a ground for making a sharp division between the two, nor 
does it account for the fact that we make so little use of the experimental method of form- 
ing our ideas and beliefs about the concerns of man in his characteristic social relations. 
For this separation religions and philosophies must admit some responsibility. They have 
erected a distinction between a narrower scope of relations and a wider and fuller one into 
a difference of kind, naming one kind material, and the other mental and moral. They have 
charged themselves gratuitously with the office of diffusing belief in the necessity of the 
division, and with instilling contempt for the material as something inferior in kind in its 
intrinsic nature and worth. Formal philosophies undergo evaporation of their technical 
solid contents; in a thinner and more viable form they find their way into the minds of 
those who know nothing of their original forms. When these diffuse and, so to say, airy 
emanations re-crystallize in the popular mind they form a hard deposit of opinion that al- 
ters slowly and with great difficulty. 
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What difference would it actually make in the arts of conduct, personal and social, if 
the experimental theory were adopted not as a mere theory, but as a part of the working 
equipment of habitual attitudes on the part of everyone? It would be impossible, even were 
time given, to answer the question in adequate detail, just as men could not foretell in ad- 
vance the consequences for knowledge of adopting the experimental method. It is the na- 
ture of the method that it has to be tried. But there are generic lines of difference which, 
within the limits of time at disposal, may be sketched. 

Change from forming ideas and judgments of value on the basis of conformity to an- 
tecedent objects, to constructing enjoyable objects directed by knowledge of consequences, 
is a change from looking to the past to looking to the future. I do not for a moment sup- 
pose that the experiences of the past, personal and social, are of no importance. For with- 
out them we should not be able to frame any ideas whatever of the conditions under which 
objects are enjoyed nor any estimate of the consequences of esteeming and liking them. 
But past experiences are significant in giving us intellectual instrumentalities of judging 
just these points. They are tools, not finalities. Reflection upon what we have liked and 
have enjoyed is a necessity. But it tells us nothing about the value of these things until en- 
joyments are themselves reflectively controlled, or, until, as they are recalled, we form the 
best judgment possible about what led us to like this sort of thing and what has issued 
from the fact that we liked it. 

We are not, then, to get away from enjoyments experienced in the past and from recall 
of them, but from the notion that they are the arbiters of things to be further enjoyed. At 
present, the arbiter is found in the past, although there are many ways of interpreting what 
in the past is authoritative. Nominally, the most influential conception doubtless is that 
of a revelation once had or a perfect life once lived. Reliance upon precedent, upon insti- 
tutions created in the past, especially in law, upon rules of morals that have come to us 
through unexamined customs, upon uncriticized tradition, are other forms of dependence. 
It is not for a moment suggested that we can get away from customs and established in- 
stitutions. A mere break would doubtless result simply in chaos. But there is no danger 
of such a break. Mankind is too inertly conservative both by constitution and by educa- 
tion to give the idea of this danger actuality. What there is genuine danger of is that the 
force of new conditions will produce disruption externally and mechanically: this is an ever 
present danger. The prospect is increased, not mitigated, by that conservatism which in- 
sists upon the adequacy of old standards to meet new conditions. What is needed is in- 
telligent examination of the consequences that are actually effected by inherited institu- 
tions and customs, in order that there may be intelligent consideration of the ways in 
which they are to be intentionally modified in behalf of generation of different conse- 
quences. 

This is the significant meaning of transfer of experimental method from the technical 
field of physical experience to the wider field of human life. We trust the method in form- 
ing our beliefs about things not directly connected with human life. In effect, we distrust 
it in moral, political and economic affairs. In the fine arts, there are many signs of a change. 
In the past, such a change has often been an omen and precursor of changes in other human 
attitudes. But, generally speaking, the idea of actively adopting experimental method in 
social affairs, in the matters deemed of most enduring and ultimate worth, strikes most 
persons as a surrender of all standards and regulative authority. But in principle, experi- 
mental method does not signify random and aimless action; it implies direction by ideas 
and knowledge. The question at issue is a practical one. Are there in existence the ideas 
and the knowledge that permit experimental method to be effectively used in social in- 
terests and affairs? 
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Where will regulation come from if we surrender familiar and traditionally prized val- 
ues as our directive standards? Very largely from the findings of the natural sciences. For 
one of the effects of the separation drawn between knowledge and action is to deprive sci- 
entific knowledge of its proper service as a guide of conduct—except once more in those 
technological fields which have been degraded to an inferior rank. Of course, the com- 
plexity of the conditions upon which objects of human and liberal value depend is a great 
obstacle, and it would be too optimistic to say that we have as yet enough knowledge of 
the scientific type to enable us to regulate our judgments of value very extensively. But we 
have more knowledge than we try to put to use, and until we try more systematically we 
shall not know what are the important gaps in our sciences judged from the point of view 
of their moral and humane use. 

For moralists usually draw a sharp line between the field of the natural sciences and 
the conduct that is regarded as moral. But a moral that frames its judgments of value 
on the basis of consequences must depend in a most intimate manner upon the conclu- 
sions of science. For the knowledge of the relations between changes which enable us to 
connect things as antecedents and consequences zs science. The narrow scope which 
moralists often give to morals, their isolation of some conduct as virtuous and vicious 
from other large ranges of conduct, those having to do with health and vigor, business, 
education, with all the affairs in which desires and affection are implicated, is perpetu- 
ated by this habit of exclusion of the subject-matter of natural science from a role in for- 
mation of moral standards and ideals. The same attitude operates in the other direction 
to keep natural science a technical specialty, and it works unconsciously to encourage its 
use exclusively in regions where it can be turned to personal and class advantage, as in 
war and trade. 

Another great difference to be made by carrying the experimental habit into all mat- 
ter of practice is that it cuts the roots of what is often called subjectivism, but which is 
better termed egoism. The subjective attitude is much more widespread than would be 
inferred from the philosophies which have that label attached. It is as rampant in realistic 
philosophies as in any others, sometimes even more so, although disguised from those who 
hold these philosophies under the cover of reverence for and enjoyment of ultimate values. 
For the implication of placing the standard of thought and knowledge in antecedent ex- 
istence is that our thought makes no difference in what is significantly real. It then affects 
only our own attitude toward it. 

This constant throwing of emphasis back upon a change made in ourselves instead 
of one made in the world in which we live seems to me the essence of what is objection- 
able in “subjectivism.” Its taint hangs about even Platonic realism with its insistent evan- 
gelical dwelling upon the change made within the mind by contemplation of the realm of 
essence, and its depreciation of action as transient and all but sordid—a concession to 
the necessities of organic existence. All the theories which put conversion “of the eye of 
the soul” in the place of a conversion of natural and social objects that modifies goods ac- 
tually experienced, are a retreat and escape from existence—and this retraction into self is, 
once more, the heart of subjective egoisms. The typical example is perhaps the other- 
worldliness found in religions whose chief concern is with the salvation of the personal 
soul. But other-worldliness is found as well in estheticism and in all seclusion within ivory 
towers. 

It is not in the least implied that change in personal attitudes, in the disposition of the 
“subject,” is not of great importance. Such change, on the contrary, is involved in any 
attempt to modify the conditions of the environment. But there is a radical difference 
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between a change in the self that is cultivated and valued as an end, and one that is a means 
to alteration, through action, of objective conditions. The Aristotelian-medieval convic- 
tion that highest bliss is found in contemplative possession of ultimate Being presents an 
ideal attractive to some types of mind; it sets forth a refined sort of enjoyment. It is a doc- 
trine congenial to minds that despair of the effort involved in creation of a better world of 
daily experience. It is, apart from theological attachments, a doctrine sure to recur when 
social conditions are so troubled as to make actual endeavor seem hopeless. But the sub- 
jectivism so externally marked in modern thought as compared with ancient is either a de- 
velopment of the old doctrine under new conditions or is of merely technical import. The 
medieval version of the doctrine at least had the active support of a great social institution 
by means of which man could be brought into the state of mind that prepared him for ul- 
timate enjoyment of eternal Being. It had a certain solidity and depth which is lacking in 
modern theories that would attain the result by merely emotional or speculative proce- 
dures, or by any means not demanding a change in objective existence so as to render ob- 
jects of value more empirically secure. 

The nature in detail of the revolution that would be wrought by carrying into the re- 
gion of values the principle now embodied in scientific practice cannot be told; to attempt 
it would violate the fundamental idea that we know only after we have acted and in con- 
sequences of the outcome of action. But it would surely effect a transfer of attention and 
energy from the subjective to the objective. Men would think of themselves as agents not 
as ends; ends would be found in experienced enjoyment of the fruits of a transforming ac- 
tivity. In as far as the subjectivity of modern thought represents a discovery of the part 
played by personal responses, organic and acquired, in the causal production of the qual- 
ities and values of objects, it marks the possibility of a decisive gain. It puts us in posses- 
sion of some of the conditions that control the occurrence of experienced objects, and 
thereby it supplies us with an instrument of regulation. There is something querulous in 
the sweeping denial that things as experienced, as perceived and enjoyed, in any way de- 
pend upon interaction with human selves. The error of doctrines that have exploited the 
part played by personal and subjective reactions in determining what is perceived and en- 
joyed lies either in exaggerating this factor of constitution into the sole condition—as hap- 
pens in subjective idealism—or else in treating it as a finality instead of, as with all knowl- 
edge, an instrument in direction of further action. 

A third significant change that would issue from carrying over experimental method 
from physics to man concerns the import of standards, principles, rules. With the trans- 
fer, these, and all tenets and creeds about good and goods, would be recognized to be hy- 
potheses. Instead of being rigidly fixed, they would be treated as intellectual instruments 
to be tested and confirmed—and altered—through consequences effected by acting upon 
them. They would lose all pretence of finality—the ulterior source of dogmatism. It is both 
astonishing and depressing that so much of the energy of mankind has gone into fighting 
for (with weapons of the flesh as well as of the spirit) the truth of creeds, religious, moral 
and political, as distinct from what has gone into effort to try creeds by putting them to 
the test of acting upon them. The change would do away with the intolerance and fanati- 
cism that attend the notion that beliefs and judgments are capable of inherent truth and 
authority; inherent in the sense of being independent of what they lead to when used as 
directive principles. The transformation does not imply merely that men are responsible 
for acting upon what they profess to believe; that is an old doctrine. It goes much further. 
Any belief as such is tentative, hypothetical; it is not just to be acted upon, but is to be 
framed with reference to its office as a guide to action. Consequently, it should be the last 
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thing in the world to be picked up casually and then clung to rigidly. When it is appre- 
hended as a tool and only a tool, an instrumentality of direction, the same scrupulous at- 
tention will go to its formation as now goes into the making of instruments of precision 
in technical fields. Men, instead of being proud of accepting and asserting beliefs and 
“principles” on the ground of loyalty, will be as ashamed of that procedure as they would 
now be to confess their assent to a scientific theory out of reverence for Newton or Helm- 
holtz or whomever, without regard to evidence. 

If one stops to consider the matter, is there not something strange in the fact that men 
should consider loyalty to “laws,” principles, standards, ideals to be an inherent virtue, ac- 
counted unto them for righteousness? It is as if they were making up for some secret sense 
of weakness by rigidity and intensity of insistent attachment. A moral law, like a law in 
physics, is not something to swear by and stick to at all hazards; it is a formula of the way 
to respond when specified conditions present themselves. Its soundness and pertinence are 
tested by what happens, when it is acted upon. Its claim or authority rests finally upon the 
imperativeness of the situation that has to be dealt with, not upon its own intrinsic na- 
ture—as any tool achieves dignity in the measure of needs served by it. The idea that ad- 
herence to standards external to experienced objects is the only alternative to confusion 
and lawlessness was once held in science. But knowledge became steadily progressive when 
it was abandoned, and clews and tests found within concrete acts and objects were em- 
ployed. The test of consequences is more exacting than that afforded by fixed general rules. 
In addition, it secures constant development, for when new acts are tried new results are 
experienced, while the lauded immutability of eternal ideals and norms is in itself a de- 
nial of the possibility of development and improvement. 

The various modifications that would result from adoption in social and humane sub- 
jects of the experimental way of thinking are perhaps summed up in saying that it would 
place method and means upon the level of importance that has, in the past, been imputed 
exclusively to ends. Means have been regarded as menial, and the useful as the servile. 
Means have been treated as poor relations to be endured, but not inherently welcome. The 
very meaning of the word “ideals” is significant of the divorce which has obtained between 
means and ends. “Ideals” are thought to be remote and inaccessible of attainment; they are 
too high and fine to be sullied by realization. They serve vaguely to arouse “aspiration,” 
but they do not evoke and direct strivings for embodiment in actual existence. They hover 
in an indefinite way over the actual scene; they are expiring ghosts of a once significant 
kingdom of divine reality whose rule penetrated to every detail of life. 

It is impossible to form a just estimate of the paralysis of effort chat has been produced 
by indifference to means. Logically, it is truistic that lack of consideration for means sig- 
nifies that so-called ends are not taken seriously. It is as if one professed devotion to paint- 
ing pictures conjoined with contempt for canvas, brush and paints; or love of music on 
condition that no instruments, whether the voice or something external, be used to make 
sounds. The good workman in the arts is known by his respect for his tools and by his in- 
terest in perfecting his technique. The glorification in the arts of ends at the expense of 
means would be taken to be a sign of complete insincerity or even insanity. Ends separated 
from means are either sentimental indulgences or if they happen to exist are merely acci- 
dental. The ineffectiveness in action of “ideals” is due precisely to the supposition that 
means and ends are not on exactly the same level with respect to the attention and care 
they demand. 

It is, however, much easier to point out the formal contradiction implied in ideals that 
are professed without equal regard for the instruments and techniques of their realization, 
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than it is to appreciate the concrete ways in which belief in their separation has found 
its way into life and borne corrupt and poisonous fruits. The separation marks the form 
in which the traditional divorce of theory and practice has expressed itself in actual life. 
It accounts for the relative impotency of arts concerned with enduring human welfare. 
Sentimental attachment and subjective eulogy take the place of action. For there is no art 
without tools and instrumental agencies. But it also explains the fact that in actual be- 
havior, energies devoted to matters nominally thought to be inferior, material and sordid, 
engross attention and interest. After a polite and pious deference has been paid to “ideals,” 
men feel free to devote themselves to matters which are more immediate and pressing. 

It is usual to condemn the amount of attention paid by people in general to material 
ease, comfort, wealth, and success gained by competition, on the ground that they give to 
mere means the attention that ought to be given to ends, or that they have taken for ends 
things which in reality are only means. Criticisms of the place which economic interest 
and action occupy in present life are full of complaints that men allow lower aims to usurp 
the place that belongs to higher and ideal values. The final source of the trouble is, how- 
ever, that moral and spiritual “leaders” have propagated the notion that ideal ends may be 
cultivated in isolation from “material” means, as if means and material were not synony- 
mous. While they condemn men for giving to means the thought and energy that ought 
to go to ends, the condemnation should go to them. For they have not taught their fol- 
lowers to think of material and economic activities as rea//y means. They have been un- 
willing to frame their conception of the values that should be regulative of human con- 
duct on the basis of the actual conditions and operations by which alone values can be 
actualized. 

Practical needs are imminent; with the mass of mankind they are imperative. Moreover, 
speaking generally, men are formed to act rather than to theorize. Since the ideal ends are 
so remotely and accidentally connected with immediate and urgent conditions that need 
attention, after lip service is given to them, men naturally devote themselves to the latter. 
If a bird in the hand is worth two in a neighboring bush, an actuality in hand is worth, 
for the direction of conduct, many ideals that are so remote as to be invisible and inacces- 
sible. Men hoist the banner of the ideal, and then march in the direction that concrete con- 
ditions suggest and reward. 

Deliberate insincerity and hypocrisy are rare. But the notion that action and sentiment 
are inherently unified in the constitution of human nature has nothing to justify it. Inte- 
gration is something to be achieved. Division of attitudes and responses, compartmental- 
izing of interests, is easily acquired. It goes deep just because the acquisition is uncon- 
scious, a matter of habitual adaptation to conditions. Theory separated from concrete 
doing and making is empty and futile; practice then becomes an immediate seizure of op- 
portunities and enjoyments which conditions afford without the direction which theory— 
knowledge and ideas—has power to supply. The problem of the relation of theory and 
practice is not a problem of theory alone; it is that, but it is also the most practical prob- 
lem of life. For it is the question of how intelligence may inform action, and how action 
may bear the fruit of increased insight into meaning: a clear view of the values that are 
worth while and of the means by which they are to be made secure in experienced objects. 
Construction of ideals in general and their sentimental glorification are easy; the respon- 
sibilities both of studious thought and of action are shirked. Persons having the advantage 
of positions of leisure and who find pleasure in abstract theorizing—a most delightful in- 
dulgence to those to whom it appeals—have a large measure of liability for a cultivated 
diffusion of ideals and aims that are separated from the conditions which are the means of 
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actualization. Then other persons who find themselves in positions of social power and 
authority readily claim to be the bearers and defenders of ideal ends in church and state. 
They then use the prestige and authority their representative capacity as guardians of the 
highest ends confers on them to cover actions taken in behalf of the hardest and narrow- 
est of material ends. 

The present state of industrial life seems to give a fair index of the existing separa- 
tion of means and ends. Isolation of economics from ideal ends, whether of morals or of 
organized social life, was proclaimed by Aristotle. Certain things, he said, are conditions 
of a worthy life, personal and social, but are not constituents of it. The economic life of 
man, concerned with satisfaction of wants, is of this nature. Men have wants and they 
must be satisfied. But they are only prerequisites of a good life, not intrinsic elements 
in it. Most philosophers have not been so frank nor perhaps so logical. But upon the 
whole, economics has been treated as on a lower level than either morals or politics. Yet 
the life which men, women and children actually lead, the opportunities open to them, 
the values they are capable of enjoying, their education, their share in all the things of 
art and science, are mainly determined by economic conditions. Hence we can hardly ex- 
pect a moral system which ignores economic conditions to be other than remote and 
empty. 

Industrial life is correspondingly brutalized by failure to equate it as the means by 
which social and cultural values are realized. That the economic life, thus exiled from the 
pale of higher values, takes revenge by declaring that it is the only social reality, and by 
means of the doctrine of materialistic determination of institutions and conduct in all 
fields, denies to deliberate morals and politics any share of causal regulation, is not sur- 
prising. 

When economists were told that their subject-matter was merely material, they natu- 
rally thought they could be “scientific” only by excluding all reference to distinctively 
human values. Material wants, efforts to satisfy them, even the scientifically regulated 
technologies highly developed in industrial activity, are then taken to form a complete and 
closed field. If any reference to social ends and values is introduced it is by way of an ex- 
ternal addition, mainly hortatory. That economic life largely determines the conditions 
under which mankind has access to concrete values may be recognized or it may not be. 
In either case, the notion that it is the means to be utilized in order to secure significant 
values as the common and shared possession of mankind is alien and inoperative. To many 
persons, the idea that the ends professed by morals are impotent save as they are connected 
with the working machinery of economic life seems like deflowering the purity of moral 
values and obligations. 

The social and moral effects of the separation of theory and practice have been merely 
hinted at. They are so manifold and so pervasive that an adequate consideration of them 
would involve nothing less than a survey of the whole field of morals, economics and poli- 
tics. It cannot be justly stated that these effects are in fact direct consequences of the quest 
for certainty by thought and knowledge isolated from action. For, as we have seen, this 
quest was itself a reflex product of actual conditions. But it may be truly asserted that this 
quest, undertaken in religion and philosophy, has had results which have reinforced the 
conditions which originally brought it about. Moreover, search for safety and consolation 
amid the perils of life by means other than intelligent action, by feeling and thought alone, 
began when actual means of control were lacking, when arts were undeveloped. It had then 
a relative historic justification that is now lacking. The primary problem for thinking 
which lays claim to be philosophic in its breadth and depth is to assist in bringing about 
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a reconstruction of all beliefs rooted in a basic separation of knowledge and action; to 
develop a system of operative ideas congruous with present knowledge and with present 
facilities of control over natural events and energies. 

We have noted more than once how modern philosophy has been absorbed in the prob- 
lem of effecting an adjustment between the conclusions of natural science and the beliefs 
and values that have authority in the direction of life. The genuine and poignant issue does 
not reside where philosophers for the most part have placed it. It does not consist in ac- 
commodation to each other of two realms, one physical and the other ideal and spiritual, 
nor in the reconciliation of the “categories” of theoretical and practical reason. It is found 
in that isolation of executive means and ideal interests which has grown up under the in- 
fluence of the separation of theory and practice. For this, by nature, involves the separa- 
tion of the material and the spiritual. Its solution, therefore, can be found only in action 
wherein the phenomena of material and economic life are equated with the purposes that 
command the loyalties of affection and purpose, and in which ends and ideals are framed 
in terms of the possibilities of actually experienced situations. But while the solution can- 
not be found in “thought” alone, it can be furthered by thinking which is operative— 
which frames and defines ideas in terms of what may be done, and which uses the conclu- 
sions of science as instrumentalities. William James was well within the bounds of 
moderation when he said that looking forward instead of backward, looking to what the 
world and life might become instead of to what they have been, is an alteration in the “seat 
of authority.” 

It was incidentally remarked earlier in our discussion that the serious defect in the cur- 
rent empirical philosophy of values, the one which identifies them with things actually 
enjoyed irrespective of the conditions upon which they depend, is that it formulates and 
in so far consecrates the conditions of our present social experience. Throughout these 
chapters, primary attention has perforce been given to the methods and statements of 
philosophic theories. But these statements are technical and specialized in formulation 
only. In origin, content and import they are reflections of some condition or some phase 
of concrete human experience. Just as the theory of the separation of theory and practice 
has a practical origin and a momentous practical consequence, so the empirical theory that 
values are identical with whatever men actually enjoy, no matter how or what, formulates 
an aspect, and an undesirable one, of the present social situation. 

For while our discussion has given more attention to the other type of philosophical 
doctrine, that which holds that regulative and authoritative standards are found in tran- 
scendent eternal values, it has not passed in silence over the fact that actually the greater 
part of the activities of the greater number of human beings is spent in effort to seize upon 
and hold onto such enjoyments as the actual scene permits. Their energies and their 
enjoyments are controlled in fact, but they are controlled by external conditions rather 
than by intelligent judgment and endeavor. If philosophies have any influence over the 
thoughts and acts of men, it is a serious matter that the most widely held empirical theory 
should in effect justify this state of things by identifying values with the objects of any in- 
terest as such. As long as the only theories of value placed before us for intellectual assent 
alternate between sending us to a realm of eternal and fixed values and sending us to en- 
joyments such as actually obtain, the formulation, even as only a theory, of an experimen- 
tal empiricism which finds values to be identical with goods that are the fruit of intelli- 
gently directed activity has its measure of practical significance. 


* 18. ALBERT CAMUS 


Albert Camus (1913-1960), the French novelist, playwright, and philosopher, explored how 
an ethical system can be developed within a world that he saw as without God, transcendent 
power, or meaningtulness. He believed the fundamental intellectual challenge to be the strug- 
gle to overcome despair in an absurd universe. 


The Myth of Sisyphus 


AN ABSURD REASONING 


Absurdity and Suicide 


THERE is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide. Judging whether 
life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philoso- 
phy. All the resc—whether or not the world has three dimensions, whether the mind has 
nine or twelve categories—comes afterwards. These are games; one must first answer. And 
if it is true, as Nietzsche claims, that a philosopher, to deserve our respect, must preach 
by example, you can appreciate the importance of that reply, for it will precede the defin- 
itive act. These are facts the heart can feel; yet they call for careful study before they be- 
come clear to the intellect. 

If I ask myself how to judge that this question is more urgent than that, I reply that 
one judges by the actions it entails. I have never seen anyone die for the ontological argu- 
ment. Galileo, who held a scientific truth of great importance, abjured it with the great- 
est ease as soon as it endangered his life. In a certain sense, he did right.' That truth was 
not worth the stake. Whether the earth or the sun revolves around the other is a matter of 
profound indifference. To tell the truth, it is a futile question. On the other hand, I see 
many people die because they judge that life is not worth living. I see others paradoxically 
getting killed for the ideas or illusions that give them a reason for living (what is called a 
reason for living is also an excellent reason for dying). I therefore conclude that the mean- 
ing of life is the most urgent of questions. How to answer it? On all essential problems (1 
mean thereby those that run the risk of leading to death or chose that intensify the pas- 
sion of living) there are probably but two methods of thought: the method of La Palisse 
and the method of Don Quixote. Solely the balance between evidence and lyricism can 
allow us to achieve simultaneously emotion and lucidity. In a subject at once so humble 
and so heavy with emotion, the learned and classical dialectic must yield, one can see. to 
a more modest attitude of mind deriving at one and the same time from common sense 
and understanding. 


From Tie Myrb of Sesyphas and Other Exarys by Albert Camus, trans. Justin O'Brien. Copynght © 1955 by Alfred A. 
Knopt, Inc. Reprinved by permission of the publisher. 
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Suicide has never been dealt with except as a social phenomenon. On the contrary, we 
are concerned here, at the outset, with the relationship between individual thought and 
suicide. An act like this is prepared within the silence of the heart, as is a great work of 
art. The man himself is ignorant of it. One evening he pulls the trigger or jumps. Of an 
apartment-building manager who had killed himself I was told that he had lost his daugh- 
ter five years before, that he had changed greatly since, and that that experience had “un- 
dermined” him. A more exact word cannot be imagined. Beginning to think is beginning 
to be undermined. Society has but little connection with such beginnings. The worm is 
in man’s heart. That is where it must be sought. One must follow and understand this fatal 
game that leads from lucidity in the face of existence to flight from light. 

There are many causes for a suicide, and generally the most obvious ones were not the 
most powerful. Rarely is suicide committed (yet the hypothesis is not excluded) through 
reflection. What sets off the crisis is almost always unverifiable. Newspapers often speak 
of “personal sorrows” or of “incurable illness.” These explanations are plausible. But one 
would have to know whether a friend of the desperate man had not that very day addressed 
him indifferently. He is the guilty one. For that is enough to precipitate all the rancors 
and all the boredom still in suspension.’ 

But if it is hard to fix the precise instant, the subtle step when the mind opted for death, 
it is easier to deduce from the act itself the consequences it implies. In a sense, and as in 
melodrama, killing yourself amounts to confessing. It is confessing that life is too much 
for you or that you do not understand it. Let’s not go too far in such analogies, however, 
but rather return to everyday words. It is merely confessing that that “is not worth the 
trouble.” Living, naturally, is never easy. You continue making the gestures commanded 
by existence for many reasons, the first of which is habit. Dying voluntarily implies that 
you have recognized, even instinctively, the ridiculous character of that habit, the absence 
of any profound reason for living, the insane character of that daily agitation, and the use- 
lessness of suffering. 

What, then, is that incalculable feeling that deprives the mind of the sleep necessary 
to life? A world that can be explained even with bad reasons is a familiar world. But, on 
the other hand, in a universe suddenly divested of illusions and lights, man feels an alien, 
a stranger. His exile is without remedy since he is deprived of the memory of a lost home 
or the hope of a promised land. This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his 
setting, 1s properly the feeling of absurdity. All healthy men having thought of their own 
suicide, it can be seen, without further explanation, that there is a direct connection be- 
tween this feeling and the longing for death. . . 

All great deeds and all great thoughts have a ridiculous beginning. Great works are 
often born on a street corner or in a restaurant's revolving door. So it is with absurdity. The 
absurd world more than others derives its nobility from chat abject birth. In certain situa- 
tions, replying “nothing” when asked what one is thinking about may be pretense in a 
man. Those who are loved are well aware of this. But if that reply is sincere, if it symbol- 
izes that odd state of soul in which the void becomes eloquent, in which the chain of daily 
gestures is broken, in which the heart vainly seeks the link that will connect it again, then 
it is as it were the first sign of absurdity. 

It happens that che stage sets collapse. Rising, streetcar, four hours in the office or the 
factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of work, meal, sleep, and Monday Tuesday Wednesday 
Thursday Friday and Saturday according to the same rhythm—this path is easily followed 
most of the time. But one day the “why” arises and everything begins in that weariness 
tinged with amazement. “Begins”—this is important. Weariness comes at the end of the 
acts of a mechanical life, but at the same time it inaugurates the impulse of consciousness. 


ha 


454 ALBERT CAMUS 


It awakens consciousness and provokes what follows. What follows is the gradual return 
into the chain or it is the definitive awakening. At the end of the awakening comes, in 
time, the consequence: suicide or recovery. In itself weariness has something sickening 
about it. Here, I must conclude that it is good. For everything begins with consciousness 
and nothing is worth anything except through it. There is nothing original about these 
remarks. But they are obvious; that is enough for a while, during a sketchy reconnaissance 
in the origins of the absurd. Mere “anxiety,” as Heidegger says, is at the source of every- 
thing. 

Likewise and during every day of an unillustrious life, time carries us. But a moment 
always comes when we have to carry it. We live on the future: “tomorrow,” “later on,” 
“when you have made your way,” “you will understand when you are old enough.” Such 
irrelevancies are wonderful, for, after all, it’s a matter of dying. Yet a day comes when a 
man notices or says that he is thirty. Thus he asserts his youth. But simultaneously he sit- 
uates himself in relation to time. He takes his place in it. He admits that he stands at a 
certain point on a curve that he acknowledges having to travel to its end. He belongs to 
time, and by the horror that seizes him, he recognizes his worst enemy. Tomorrow, he was 
longing for tomorrow, whereas everything in him ought to reject it. That revolt of the flesh 
is the absurd.’ 

A step lower and strangeness creeps in: perceiving that the world is “dense,” sensing to 
what a degree a stone is foreign and irreducible to us, with what intensity nature or a land- 
scape can negate us. At the heart of all beauty lies something inhuman, and these hills, 
the softness of the sky, the outline of these trees at this very minute lose the illusory mean- 
ing with which we had clothed them, henceforth more remote than a lost paradise. The 
primitive hostility of the world rises up to face us across millennia. For a second we cease 
to understand it because for centuries we have understood in it solely the images and de- 
signs that we had attributed to it beforehand, because henceforth we lack the power to 
make use of that artifice. The world evades us because it becomes itself again. That stage 
scenery masked by habit becomes again what it is. It withdraws at a distance from us. Just 
as there are days when under the familiar face of a woman, we see as a stranger her we had 
loved months or years ago, perhaps we shall come even to desire what suddenly leaves us 
so alone. But the time has not yet come. Just one thing: that denseness and that strange- 
ness of the world is the absurd. 

Men, too, secrete the inhuman. At certain moments of lucidity, the mechanical aspect 
of their gestures, their meaningless pantomime makes silly everything that surrounds 
them. A man is talking on the telephone behind a glass partition; you cannot hear him, 
but you see his incomprehensible dumb show: you wonder why he is alive. This discom- 
fort in the face of man’s own inhumanity, this incalculable tumble before the image of what 
we are, this “nausea,” as a writer of today calls it, is also the absurd. Likewise the stranger 
who at certain seconds comes to meet us in a mirror, the familiar and yet alarming brother 
we encounter in our own photographs is also the absurd. . . 

Now I can broach the notion of suicide. It has already been felt what solution might 
be given. At this point the problem is reversed. It was previously a question of finding out 
whether or not life had to have a meaning to be lived. It now becomes clear, on the con- 
trary, that it will be lived all the better if it has no meaning. Living an experience, a par- 
ticular fate, is accepting it fully. Now, no one will live this fate, knowing it to be absurd, 
unless he does everything to keep before him that absurd brought to light by conscious- 
ness. Negating one of the terms of the opposition on which he lives amounts to escaping 
it. To abolish conscious revolt is to elude the problem. The theme of permanent revolution 
is thus carried into individual experience. Living is keeping the absurd alive. Keeping it 
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alive is, above all, contemplating it. Unlike Eurydice, the absurd dies only when we turn 
away from it. One of the only coherent philosophical positions is thus revolt. It is a con- 
stant confrontation between man and his own obscurity. It is an insistence upon an im- 
possible transparency. It challenges the world anew every second. Just as danger provided 
man the unique opportunity of seizing awareness, so metaphysical revolt extends aware- 
ness to the whole of experience. It is that constant presence of man in his own eyes. It is 
not aspiration, for it is devoid of hope. That revolt is the certainty of a crushing fate, with- 
out the resignation that ought to accompany it. 

This is where it is seen to what a degree absurd experience is remote from suicide. It 
may be thought that suicide follows revolt—but wrongly. For it does not represent the 
logical outcome of revolt. It is just the contrary by the consent it presupposes. Suicide, 
like the leap, is acceptance at its extreme. Everything is over and man returns to his es- 
sential history. His future, his unique and dreadful furure—he sees and rushes toward it. 
In its way, suicide settles the absurd. It engulfs the absurd in the same death. But I know 
that in order to keep alive, the absurd cannot be settled. It escapes suicide to the extent 
that it is simultaneously awareness and rejection of death. It is, at the extreme limit of the 
condemned man’s last thought, that shoelace that despite everything he sees a few yards 
away, on the very brink of his dizzying fall. The contrary of suicide, in fact, is che man 
condemned to death. 

That revolt gives life its value. Spread out over the whole length of a life, it restores its 
majesty to that life. To a man devoid of blinders, there is no finer sight than that of the 
intelligence at grips with a reality that transcends it. The sight of human pride is un- 
equaled. No disparagement is of any use. That discipline that the mind imposes on itself, 
that will conjured up out of nothing, that face-to-face struggle have something exceptional 
about them. To impoverish that reality whose inhumanity constitutes man’s majesty is 
tantamount to impoverishing him himself. I understand then why the doctrines that ex- 
plain everything to me also debilitate me at the same time. They relieve me of the weight 
of my own life, and yet I must carry it alone. At this juncture, I cannot conceive that a 
skeptical metaphysics can be joined to an ethics of renunciation. 

Consciousness and revolt, these rejections are the contrary of renunciation. Everything 
that is indomitable and passionate in a human heart quickens them, on the contrary, with 
its own life. It is essential to die unreconciled and not of one’s own free will. Suicide is a 
repudiation. The absurd man can only drain everything to the bitter end, and deplete him- 
self. The absurd is his extreme tension, which he maintains constantly by solitary effort, 
for he knows that in that consciousness and in that day-to-day revolt he gives proof of his 
only truth, which is defiance. 

But what does life mean in such a universe? Nothing else for the moment but indif- 
ference to the future and a desire to use up everything that is given. Belief in the mean- 
ing of life always implies a scale of values, a choice, our preferences. Belief in the absurd, 
according to our definitions, teaches the contrary. But this is worth examining. 

Knowing whether or not one can live wathout appeal is all that interests me. I do not want 
to get out of my depth. This aspect of life being given me, can I adapt myself to it? Now, 
faced with this particular concern, belief in the absurd is tantamount to substituting the 
quantity of experiences for the quality. If I convince myself that this life has no other as- 
pect than that of the absurd, if I feel that its whole equilibrium depends on that perpetual 
Opposition between my conscious revolt and the darkness in which it struggles, if I admit 
that my freedom has no meaning except in relation to its limited fate, then I must say that 
what counts is not the best living but the most living. It is not up to me 
to wonder if this is vulgar or revolting, elegant or deplorable. Once and for all, value judg- 


456 ALBERT CAMUS 


ments are discarded here in favor of factual judgments. I have merely to draw the conclu- 
sions from what I can see and to risk nothing that is hypothetical. Supposing that living in 
this way were not honorable, then true propriety would command me to be dishonorable. 

The most living; in the broadest sense, that rule means nothing. It calls for definition. 
It seems to begin with the fact that the notion of quantity has not been sufficiently ex- 
plored. For it can account for a large share of human experience. A man’s rule of conduct 
and his scale of values have no meaning except through the quantity and variety of expe- 
riences he has been in a position to accumulate. Now, the conditions of modern life im- 
pose on the majority of men the same quantity of experiences and consequently the same 
profound experience. To be sure, there must also be taken into consideration the indi- 
vidual’s spontaneous contribution, the “given” element in him. But I cannot judge of that, 
and let me repeat that my rule here is to get along with the immediate evidence. I see, 
then, that the individual character of a common code of ethics lies not so much in the ideal 
importance of its basic principles as in the norm of an experience that it is possible to mea- 
sure. To stretch a point somewhat, the Greeks had the code of their leisure just as we have 
the code of our eight-hour day. But already many men among the most tragic cause us to 
foresee that a longer experience changes this table of values. They make us imagine that 
adventurer of the everyday who through mere quantity of experiences would break all 
records (I am purposely using this sports expression) and would thus win his own code of 
ethics.‘ Yet let’s avoid romanticism and just ask ourselves what such an attitude may mean 
to a man with his mind made up to take up his bet and to observe strictly what he takes 
to be the rules of the game. 

Breaking all the records is first and foremost being faced with the world as often as pos- 
sible. How can that be done without contradictions and without playing on words? For 
on the one hand the absurd teaches that all experiences are unimportant, and on the other 
it urges toward the greatest quantity of experiences. How, then, can one fail to do as so 
many of those men I was speaking of earlier—choose the form of life that brings us the 
most possible of that human matter, thereby introducing a scale of values that on the other 
hand one claims to reject? 

But again it is the absurd and its contradictory life that teaches us. For the mistake is 
thinking that that quantity of experiences depends on the circumstances of our life when 
it depends solely on us. Here we have to be over-simple. To two men living the same num- 
ber of years, the world always provides the same sum of experiences. It is up to us to be 
conscious of them. Being aware of one’s life, one’s revolt, one’s freedom, and to the maxi- 
mum, is living, and to the maximum. Where lucidity dominates, the scale of values be- 
comes useless. Let’s be even more simple. Let us say that the sole obstacle, the sole defi- 
ciency to be made good, is constituted by premature death. Thus it is that no depth, no 
emotion, no passion, and no sacrifice could render equal in the eyes of the absurd man (even 
if he wished it so) a conscious life of forty years and a lucidity spread over sixty years.’ 
Madness and death are his irreparables. Man does not choose. The absurd and the extra life 
it involves therefore do not depend on man’s will, but on its contrary, which is death.® Weigh- 
ing words carefully, it is altogether a question of luck. One just has to be able to consent 
to this. There will never be any substitute for twenty years of life and experience. 

By what is an odd inconsistency in such an alert race, the Greeks claimed that those 
who died young were beloved of the gods. And that is true only if you are willing to be- 
lieve that entering the ridiculous world of the gods is forever losing the purest of joys, 
which is feeling, and feeling on this earth. The present and the succession of presents be- 
fore a constantly conscious soul is the ideal of the absurd man. But the word “ideal” rings 
false in this connection. It is not even his vocation, but merely the third consequence of 
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his reasoning. Having started from an anguished awareness of the inhuman, the medita- 
tion on the absurd returns at the end of its itinerary to the very heart of the passionate 
flames of human revolt.’ 

Thus I draw from the absurd three consequences, which are my revolt, my freedom, and 
my passion. By the mere activity of consciousness I transform into a rule of life what was 
an invitation to death—and I refuse suicide. I know, to be sure, the dull resonance that vi- 
brates throughout these days. Yet I have but a word to say: that it is necessary. . . . But 
the point is to live. 


THE MYTH OF SISYPHUS 


The gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a rock to the top of a mountain, 
whence the stone would fall back to its own weight. They had thought with some reason 
that there is no more dreadful punishment than futile and hopeless labor. 

If one believes Homer, Sisyphus was the wisest and most prudent of mortals. Accord- 
ing to another tradition, however, he was disposed to practice the profession of highway- 
man. I see no contradiction in this. Opinions differ as to the reasons why he became the 
futile laborer of the underworld. To begin with, he is accused of a certain levity in regard 
to the gods. He stole their secrets. Ægina, the daughter of Æsopus, was carried off by 
Jupiter. The father was shocked by that disappearance and complained to Sisyphus. He, 
who knew of the abduction, offered to tell about it on condition that Æsopus would give 
water to the citadel of Corinth. To the celestial thunderbolts he preferred the benediction 
of water. He was punished for this in the underworld. Homer tells us also that Sisyphus 
had put Death in chains. Pluto could not endure the sight of his deserted, silent empire. 
He dispatched the god of war, who liberated Death from the hands of her conqueror. 

It is said also that Sisyphus, being near to death, rashly wanted to test his wife’s love. 
He ordered her to cast his unburied body into the middle of the public square. Sisyphus 
woke up in the underworld. And there, annoyed by an obedience so contrary to human 
love, he obtained from Pluto permission to return to earth in order to chastise his wife. 
But when he had seen again the face of this world, enjoyed water and sun, warm stones 
and the sea, he no longer wanted to go back to the infernal darkness. Recalls, signs of 
anger, warnings were of no avail. Many years more he lived facing the curve of the gulf, 
the sparkling sea, and the smiles of earth. A decree of the gods was necessary. Mercury 
came and seized the impudent man by the collar and, snatching him from his joys, led 
him forcibly back to the underworld, where his rock was ready for him. 

You have already grasped that Sisyphus is the absurd hero. He zs, as much through his 
passions as through his torture. His scorn of the gods, his hatred of death, and his passion 
for life won him that unspeakable penalty in which the whole being is exerted toward ac- 
complishing nothing. This is the price that must be paid for the passions of this earth. 
Nothing is told us about Sisyphus in the underworld. Myths are made for the imagina- 
tion to breathe life into them. As for this myth, one sees merely the whole effort of a body 
straining to raise the huge stone, to roll it and push it up a slope a hundred times over; 
one sees the face screwed up, the cheek tight against the stone, the shoulder bracing the 
clay-covered mass, the foot wedging it, the fresh start with arms outstretched, the wholly 
human security of two earth-clotted hands. At the very end of his long effort measured by 
skyless space and time without depth, the purpose is achieved. Then Sisyphus watches the 
stone rush down in a few moments toward that lower world whence he will have to push 
it up again toward the summit. He goes back down to the plain. 
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It is during that return, that pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A face that toils so close 
to stones is already stone itself! I see that man going back down with a heavy yet mea- 
sured step toward the torment of which he will never know the end. That hour like a 
breathing-space which returns as surely as his suffering, that is the hour of consciousness. 
At each of those moments when he leaves the heights and gradually sinks toward the lairs 
of the gods, he is superior to his fate. He is stronger than his rock. 

If this myth is tragic, that is because its hero is conscious. Where would his torture be, 
indeed, if at every step the hope of succeeding upheld him? The workman of today works 
every day in his life at the same tasks, and this fate is no less absurd. But it is tragic only 
at the rare moments when it becomes conscious. Sisyphus, proletarian of the gods, pow- 
erless and rebellious, knows the whole extent of his wretched condition: it is what he 
thinks of during his descent. The lucidity that was to constitute his torture at the same 
time crowns his victory. There is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn. 

If che descent is thus sometimes performed in sorrow, it can also take place in joy. This 
word is not too much. Again I fancy Sisyphus returning toward his rock, and the sorrow 
was in the beginning. When the images of earth cling too tightly to memory, when the 
call of happiness becomes too insistent, it happens that melancholy rises in man’s heart: 
this is the rock’s victory, this is the rock itself. The boundless grief is too heavy to bear. 
These are our nights of Gethsemane. But crushing truths perish from being acknowledged. 
Thus, Œdipus at the outset obeys fate without knowing it. But from the moment he 
knows, his tragedy begins. Yet at the same moment, blind and desperate, he realizes that 
the only bond linking him to the world is the cool hand of a girl. Then a tremendous re- 
mark rings out: “Despite so many ordeals, my advanced age and the nobility of my soul 
make me conclude that all is well.” Sophocles’ CEdipus, like Dostoevsky’s Kirilov, thus 
gives the recipe for the absurd victory. Ancient wisdom confirms modern heroism. 

One does not discover the absurd without being tempted to write a manual of happi- 
ness. “What! by such narrow ways—?” There is but one world, however. Happiness and 
the absurd are two sons of the same earth. They are inseparable. It would be a mistake to 
say that happiness necessarily springs from the absurd discovery. It happens as well that 
the feeling of the absurd springs from happiness. “I conclude that all is well,” says Œdi- 
pus, and that remark is sacred. It echoes in the wild and limited universe of man. It teaches 
that all is not, has not been, exhausted. It drives out of this world a god who had come 
into it with dissatisfaction and a preference for futile sufferings. It makes of fate a human 
matter, which must be settled among men. 

All Sisyphus’ silent joy is contained therein. His fate belongs to him. His rock is his 
thing. Likewise, the absurd man, when he contemplates his torment, silences all the idols. 
In the universe suddenly restored to its silence, the myriad wondering little voices of the 
earth rise up. Unconscious, secret calls, invitations from all the faces, they are the neces- 
sary reverse and price of victory. There is no sun without shadow, and it is essential to know 
the night. The absurd man says yes and his effort will henceforth be unceasing. If there is 
a personal fate, there is no higher destiny, or at least there is but one which he concludes 
is inevitable and despicable. For the rest, he knows himself to be the master of his days. 
Ac that subtle moment when man glances backward over his life, Sisyphus returning to- 
ward his rock, in that slight pivoting he contemplates that series of unrelated actions 
which becomes his fate, created by him, combined under his memory’s eye and soon sealed 
by his death. Thus, convinced of the wholly human origin of all that is human, a blind 
man eager to see who knows that the night has no end, he is still on the go. The rock is 
still rolling. 

I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds one’s burden again. But 
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Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too con- 
cludes that all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither 
sterile nor futile. Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled moun- 
tain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s 
heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy. 


Notes 


1. From the point of view of the relative value of truth. On the other hand, from the point of view 
of virile behavior, this scholar’s fragility may well make us smile. 

2. Let us not miss this opportunity to point out the relative character of this essay. Suicide may in- 
deed be related to much more honorable considerations—for example, the political suicides of 
protest, as they were called, during the Chinese revolution. 

3. But not in the proper sense. This is not a definition, but rather an enumeration of the feelings that 
may admit of the absurd. Still, the enumeration finished, the absurd has nevertheless not been 
exhausted. 

4. Quantity sometimes constitutes quality. If I can believe the latest restatements of scientific 
theory, all matter is constituted by centers of energy. Their greater or lesser quantity makes its 
specificity more or less remarkable. A billion ions and one ion differ not only in quantity but 
also in quality. It is easy to find an analogy in human experience. 

5. Same reflection on a notion as different as the idea of eternal nothingness. It neither adds any- 
thing to nor subtracts anything from reality. In psychological experience of nothingness, it is by 
the consideration of what will happen in two thousand years that our own nothingness truly 
takes on meaning. In one of its aspects, eternal nothingness is made up precisely of the sum of 
lives to come which will not be ours. 

6. The will is only the agent here: it tends to maintain consciousness. It provides a discipline of 
life, and that is appreciable. 

7. What matters is coherence. We start out here from acceptance of the world. But Oriental 
thought teaches that one can indulge in the same effort of logic by choosing against the world. 
That is just as legitimate and gives this essay its perspectives and its limits. But when the nega- 
tion of the world is pursued just as rigorously, one often achieves (in certain Vedantic schools) 
similar results regarding, for instance, the indifference of works. In a book of great importance, 
Le Choix, Jean Grenier establishes in this way a veritable “philosophy of indifference.” 


* 19. JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 


Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was a French philosopher, novelist, and dramatist who defended 
existentialism, the theory which affirms that human agents, through their own thoughts and 
activities, freely shape themselves. His ethical theory stresses authenticity, the willingness to 
take responsibility for our choices. 
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Existentialism Is a Humanism 


What is meant by the term existentialism? 

Actually, it is the least scandalous, the most austere of doctrines. It is intended strictly 
for specialists and philosophers. Yet it can be defined easily. What complicates matters is 
that there are two kinds of existentialist; first, those who are Christian, among whom I 
would include Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel, both Catholic; and on the other hand the athe- 
istic existentialists, among whom I class Heidegger, and then the French existentialists 
and myself. What they have in common is that they think that existence precedes essence, 
or, if you prefer, that subjectivity must be the starting point. 

Just what does that mean? Let us consider some object that is manufactured, for exam- 
ple, a book or a paper-cutter: here is an object which has been made by an artisan whose in- 
spiration came from a concept. He referred to the concept of what a paper-cutter is and like- 
wise to a known method of production, which is part of the concept, something which is, 
by and large, a routine. Thus, the paper-cutter is at once an object produced in a certain 
way and, on the other hand, one having a specific use; and one can not postulate a man who 
produces a paper-cutter but does not know what it is used for. Therefore, let us say that, for 
the paper-cutter, essence—that is, the ensemble of both the production routines and the 
properties which enable it to be both produced and defined—precedes existence. Thus, the 
presence of the paper-cutter or book in front of me is determined. Therefore, we have here 
a technical view of the world whereby it can be said that production precedes existence. 

When we conceive God as the Creator, He is generally thought of as a superior sort of 
artisan. Whatever doctrine we may be considering, whether one like that of Descartes or 
that of Leibnitz, we always grant that will more or less follows understanding or, at the 
very least, accompanies it, and that when God creates He knows exactly what He is cre- 
ating. Thus, the concept of man in the mind of God is comparable to the concept of paper- 
cutter in the mind of the manufacturer, and, following certain techniques and a concep- 
tion, God produces man, just as the artisan, following a definition and a technique, makes 
a paper-cutter. Thus, the individual man is the realization of a certain concept in the di- 
vine intelligence. 

Atheistic existentialism, which I represent, . . . states that if God does not exist, 
there is at least one being in whom existence precedes essence, a being who exists before 
he can be defined by any concept, and that this being is man, or, as Heidegger says, human 
reality. What is meant here by saying that existence precedes essence? It means that, first 
of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only afterwards, defines himself. If 
man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. 
Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be. 
Thus, there is no human nature, since there is no God to conceive it. Not only is man what 
he conceives himself to be, but he is also only what he wills himself to be after this thrust 
toward existence. 

Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself. Such is the first principle of exis- 
tentialism. It is also what is called subjectivity, the name we are labeled when charges are 
brought against us. But what do we mean by this, if not that man has a greater dignity 
than a stone or table? For we mean that man first exists, that is, that man first of all is the 
being who hurls himself toward a future and who is conscious of imagining himself as 
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being in the future. Man is at the start a plan which is aware of itself, rather than a patch 
of moss, a piece of garbage, or a cauliflower; nothing exists prior to this plan; there is noth- 
ing in heaven; man will be what he will have planned to be. Not what he will want to be. 
Because by the word “will” we generally mean a conscious decision, which is subsequent 
to what we have already made of ourselves. I may want to belong to a political party, write 
a book, get married; but all that is only a manifestation of an earlier, more spontaneous 
choice that is called “will.” But if existence really does precede essence, man is responsi- 
ble for what he is. Thus, existentialism’s first move is to make every man aware of what he 
is and to make the full responsibility of his existence rest on him. And when we say that 
a man is responsible for himself, we do not only mean that he is responsible for his own 
individuality, but that he is responsible for all men. 

The word subjectivisim has two meanings, and our opponents play on the two. Sub- 
jectivism means, on the one hand, that an individual chooses and makes himself; and, on 
the other, that it is impossible for man to transcend human subjectivity. The second of 
these is the essential meaning of existentialism. When we say that man chooses his own 
self, we mean that every one of us does likewise; but we also mean by that that in making 
this choice he also chooses all men. In fact, in creating the man that we want to be, there 
is not a single one of our acts which does not at the same time create an image of man as 
we think he ought to be. To choose to be this or that is to affirm at the same time the value 
of what we choose, because we can never choose evil. We always choose the good, and noth- 
ing can be good for us without being good for all. 

If, on the other hand, existence precedes essence, and if we grant that we exist and fash- 
ion our image at one and the same time, the image is valid for everybody and for our whole 
age. Thus, our responsibility is much greater than we might have supposed, because it in- 
volves all mankind. If I am a workingman and choose to join a Christian trade-union rather 
than be a communist, and if by being a member I want to show that the best thing for 
man is resignation, that the kingdom of man is not of this world, I am not only involv- 
ing my own case—I want to be resigned for everyone. As a result, my action has involved 
all humanity. To take a more individual matter, if I want to marry, to have children; even 
if this marriage depends solely on my own circumstances or passion or wish, I am involv- 
ing all humanity in monogamy and not merely myself. Therefore, I am responsible for my- 
self and for everyone else. I am creating a certain image of man of my own choosing. In 
choosing myself, I choose man. 

This helps us understand what the actual content is of such rather grandiloquent words 
as anguish, forlornness, despair. As you will see, it’s all quite simple. 

First, what is meant by anguish? The existentialists say at once that man is anguish. 
What that means is this: the man who involves himself and who realizes that he is not 
only the person he chooses to be, but also a lawmaker who is, at the same time, choosing 
all mankind as well as himself, can not help escape the feeling of his total and deep re- 
sponsibility. Of course, there are many people who are not anxious; but we claim that they 
are hiding their anxiety, that they are fleeing from it. Certainly, many people believe that 
when they do something, they themselves are the only ones involved, and when someone _ 
says to them, “What if everyone acted that way?” they shrug their shoulders and answer, | 
“Everyone doesn’t act that way.” But really, one should always ask himself, “What would \j 
happen if everybody looked at things that way?” There is no escaping this disturbing 
thought except by a kind of double-dealing. A man who lies and makes excuses for him- 
self by saying “not everybody does that,” is someone with an uneasy conscience, because $- 
the act of lying implies that a universal value is conferred upon the lie. 


me 


~ Anguish is evident even when it conceals itself. This is the anguish that Kierkegaard 
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called the anguish of Abraham. You know the story: an angel has ordered Abraham to sac- 
rifice his son; if it really were an angel who has come and said, “You are Abraham, you 
shall sacrifice your son,” everything would be all right. But everyone might first wonder, 
“Is it really an angel, and am I really Abraham? What proof do I have?” 

There is no question here of the kind of anguish which would lead to quietism, to in- 
action. It is a matter of a simple sort of anguish that anybody who has had responsibili- 
ties is familiar with. For example, when a military officer takes the responsibility for an 
attack and sends a certain number of men to death, he chooses to do so, and in the main 
he alone makes the choice. Doubtless, orders come from above, but they are too broad; he 
interprets them, and on this interpretation depend the lives of ten or fourteen or twenty 
men. In making a decision he can not help having a certain anguish. All leaders know this 
anguish. That doesn’t keep them from acting; on the contrary, it is the very condition of 
their action. For it implies that they envisage a number of possibilities, and when they 
choose one, they realize that it has value only because it is chosen. We shall see that this 
kind of anguish, which is the kind that existentialism describes, is explained, in addition, 
by a direct responsibility to the other men whom it involves. It is not a curtain separat- 
ing us from action, but is part of action itself. 

When we speak of forlornness, a term Heidegger was fond of, we mean only that God 
does not exist and that we have to face all rhe consequences of this. The existentialist is 
strongly opposed to a certain kind of secular ethics which would like to abolish God with 
the least possible expense. About 1880, some French teachers tried to set up a secular 
ethics which went something like this: God is a useless and costly hypothesis; we are dis- 
carding it; but, meanwhile, in order for there to be an ethics, a society, a civilization, it is 
essential that certain values be taken seriously and that they be considered as having an a 
priori existence. It must be obligatory, a priori, to be honest, not to lie, not to beat your 
wife, to have children, etc., etc. So we're going to try a little device which will make it 
possible to show that values exist all the same, inscribed in a heaven of ideas, though oth- 
erwise God does not exist. In other words—and this, I believe, is the tendency of every- 
thing called reformism in France—nothing will be changed if God does not exist. We shall 
find ourselves with the same norms of honesty, progress, and humanism, and we shall have 
made of God an outdated hypothesis which will peacefully die off by itself. 

The existentialist, on the contrary, thinks it very distressing that God does not exist, 
because all possibility of finding values in a heaven of ideas disappears along with Him; 
there can no longer be an a priori Good, since there is no infinite and perfect consciousness 
to think it. Nowhere is it written that the Good exists, that we must be honest, that we 
must not lie; because the fact is we are on a plane where there are only men. Dostoievsky 
said, “If God didn’t exist, everything would be possible.” That is the very starting point 
of existentialism. Indeed, everything is permissible if God does not exist, and as a result 
man is forlorn, because neither within him nor without does he find anything to cling to. 
He can’t start making excuses for himself. a 

r If existence really does precede essence, there is no explaining things away by reference 
to a fixed and given human nature. In other words, there is no determinism, man is free, 

| man is freedom. On the other hand, if God does not exist, we find no values or commands 

| to turn to which legitimize our conduct. So, in the bright realm of values, we have no ex- 

| cuse behind us, nor justification before us. We are alone, with no excuses. | 

‘— That is the idea I shall try to convey when I say that man is condemned to be free. Con-— 
demned, because he did not create himself, yet, in other respects is free; because, once 
thrown into the world, he is responsible for everything he does. The existentialist does not 
believe in the power of passion. He will never agree that a sweeping passion is a ravaging 
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torrent which fatally leads a man to certain acts and is therefore an excuse. He thinks that 
man is responsible for his passion. . . 

To give you an example which will enable you to understand forlornness better, I shall 
cite the case of one of my students who came to see me under the following circumstances: 
his father was on bad terms with his mother, and, moreover, was inclined to be a collabo- 
rationist; his older brother had been killed in the German offensive of 1940, and the young 
man, with somewhat immature but generous feelings, wanted to avenge him. His mother 
lived alone with him, very much upset by the half-treason of her husband and the death 
of her older son; the boy was her only consolation. 

The boy was faced with the choice of leaving for England and joining the Free French 
Forces—that is, leaving his mother behind—or remaining with his mother and helping 
her to carry on. He was fully aware that the woman lived only for him and that his going- 
off—and perhaps his death—would plunge her into despair. He was also aware that every 
act that he did for his mother’s sake was a sure thing, in the sense that it was helping her 
to carry on, whereas every effort he made toward going off and fighting was an uncertain 
move which might run aground and prove completely useless; for example, on his way to 
England he might, while passing through Spain, be detained indefinitely in a Spanish 
camp; he might reach England or Algiers and be stuck in an office at a desk job. As a re- 
sult, he was faced with two very different kinds of action: one, concrete, immediate, but 
concerning only one individual; the other concerned an incomparably vaster group, a na- 
tional collectivity, but for that very reason was dubious, and might be interrupted en route. 
And, at the same time, he was wavering between two kinds of ethics. On the one hand, 
an ethics of sympathy, of personal devotion; on the other, a broader ethics, but one whose 
efficacy was more dubious. He had to choose between the two. 

Who could help him choose? Christian doctrine? No. Christian doctrine says, “Be char- 
itable, love your neighbor, take the more rugged path, etc., etc.” But which is the more 
rugged path? Whom should he love as a brother? The fighting man or his mother? Which 
does the greater good, the vague act of fighting in a group, or the concrete one of helping 
a particular human being to go on living? Who can decide a priori? Nobody. No book of 
ethics can tell him. The Kantian ethics says, “Never treat any person as a means, but as an 
end.” Very well, if I stay with my mother, I'll treat her as an end and not as a means; but 
by virtue of this very fact, I’m running the risk of treating the people around me who are 
fighting, as means; and, conversely, if I go to join those who are fighting, I'll be treating 
them as an end, and, by doing that, I run the risk of treating my mother as a means. 

If values are vague, and if they are always too broad for the concrete and specific case that 
we are considering, the only thing left for us is to trust our instincts. That’s what this young 
man tried to do; and when I saw him, he said, “In the end, feeling is what counts. I ought to 
choose whichever pushes me in one direction. If I feel that I love my mother enough to sac- 
rifice everything else for her—my desire for vengeance, for action, for adventure—then I'll 
stay with her. If, on the contrary, I feel that my love for my mother isn’t enough, I'll leave.” 

But how is the value of a feeling determined? What gives his feeling for his mother 
value? Precisely the fact that he remained with her. I may say that I like so-and-so well 
enough to sacrifice a certain amount of money for him, but I may say so only if I’ve done 
it. I may say “I love my mother well enough to remain with her” if I have remained with 
her. The only way to determine the value of this affection is, precisely, to perform an act 
which confirms and defines it. But, since I require this affection to justify my act, I find 
myself caught in a vicious circle. 

On the other hand, Gide has well said that a mock feeling and a true feeling are almost 
indistinguishable; to decide that I love my mother and will remain with her, or to remain 
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with her by putting on an act, amount somewhat to the same thing. In other words, the 
feeling is formed by the acts one performs; so, I can not refer to it in order to act upon it. 
Which means that I can neither seek within myself the true condition which will impel 
me to act, nor apply to a system of ethics for concepts which will permit me to act. You 
will say, “At least, he did go to a teacher for advice.” But if you seek advice from a priest, 
for example, you have chosen this priest; you already knew, more or less, just about what 
advice he was going to give you. In other words, choosing your adviser is involving your- 
self. The proof of this is that if you are a Christian, you will say, “Consult a priest.” But 
some priests are collaborating, some are just marking time, some are resisting. Which to 
choose? If the young man chooses a priest who is resisting or collaborating, he has already 
decided on the kind of advice he’s going to get. Therefore, in coming to see me he knew 
the answer I was going to give him, and I had only one answer to give: “You're free, choose, 
that is, invent.” No general ethics can show you what is to be done; there are no omens in 
the world. The Catholics will reply, “But there are.” Granted—but, in any case, I myself 
choose the meaning they have. 

When I was a prisoner, I knew a rather remarkable young man who was a Jesuit. He 
had entered the Jesuit order in the following way: he had had a number of very bad breaks; 
in childhood, his father died, leaving him in poverty, and he was a scholarship student at 
a religious institution where he was constantly made to feel that he was being kept out of 
charity; then, he failed to get any of the honors and distinctions that children like; later 
on, at about eighteen, he bungled a love affair; finally, at twenty-two, he failed in military 
training, a childish enough matter, but it was the last straw. 

This young fellow might well have felt that he had botched everything. It was a sign 
of something, but of what? He might have taken refuge in bitterness or despair. But he 
very wisely looked upon all this as a sign that he was not made for secular triumphs, and 
that only the triumphs of religion, holiness, and faith were open to him. He saw the hand 
of God in all this, and so he entered the order. Who can help seeing that he alone decided 
what the sign meant? 

Some other interpretation might have been drawn from this series of setbacks; for ex- 
ample, that he might have done better to turn carpenter or revolutionist. Therefore, he is 
fully responsible for the interpretation. Forlornness implies that we ourselves choose our 
being. Forlornness and anguish go together. 

As for despair, the term has a very simple meaning. It means that we shall confine our- 
selves to reckoning only with what depends upon our will, or on the ensemble of proba- 
bilities which make our action possible. When we want something, we always have to 
reckon with probabilities. I may be counting on the arrival of a friend. The friend is com- 
ing by rail or street-car; this supposes that the train will arrive on schedule, or that the 
street-car will not jump the track. I am left in the realm of possibility; but possibilities 
are to be reckoned with only to the point where my action comports with the ensemble of 
these possibilities, and no further. The moment the possibilities I am considering are not 
rigorously involved by my action, I ought to disengage myself from them, because no God, 
no scheme, can adapt the world and its possibilities to my will. When Descartes said, 
“Conquer yourself rather than the world,” he meant essentially the same thing. 

The Marxists to whom I have spoken reply, “You can rely on the support of others in 
your action, which obviously has certain limits because you're not going to live forever. 
That means: rely on both what others are doing elsewhere to help you, in China, in Rus- 
sia, and what they will do later on, after your death, to carry on the action and lead it to 
its fulfillment, which will be the revolution. You even ave to rely upon that, otherwise 
you're immoral.” I reply at once that I will always rely on fellow-fighters insofar as these 
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comrades are involved with me in a common struggle, in the unity of a party or a group 
in which I can more or less make my weight felt; that is, one whose ranks I am in as a 
fighter and whose movements I am aware of at every moment. In such a situation, relying 
on the unity and will of the party is exactly like counting on the fact that the train will 
arrive on time or that the car won't jump the track. But, given that man is free and that 
there is no human nature for me to depend on, I can not count on men whom I do not 
know by relying on human goodness or man’s concern for the good of society. I don’t know 
what will become of the Russian revolution; I may make an example of it to the extent 
that at the present time it is apparent that the proletariat plays a part in Russia that it 
plays in no other nation. But I can’t swear that this will inevitably lead to a triumph of 
the proletariat. I’ve got to limit myself to what I see. 

Given that men are free and chat tomorrow they will freely decide what man will be, I 
can not be sure that, after my death, fellow-fighters will carry on my work to bring to its 
maximum perfection. Tomorrow, after my death, some men may decide to set up Fascism, 
and the others may be cowardly and muddled enough to let them do it. Fascism will then 
be the human reality, so much the worse for us. 

Actually, things will be as man will have decided they are to be. Does that mean that 
I should abandon myself to quietism? No. First, I should involve myself; then, act on the 
old saw, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” Nor does it mean that I shouldn't belong 
to a party, but rather that I shall have no illusions and shall do what I can. For example, 
suppose I ask myself, “Will socialization, as such, ever come about?” I know nothing about 
it. All I know is that I’m going to do everything in my power to bring it about. Beyond 
that, I can’t count on anything. Quietism is the attitude of people who say, “Let others do 
what I can’t do.” The doctrine I am presenting is the very opposite of quietism, since it 
declares, “There is no reality except in action.” Moreover, it goes further, since it adds, 
“Man is nothing else than his plan; he exists only to the extent that he fulfills himself; he 
is therefore nothing else than the ensemble of his acts, nothing else than his life.” 

According to this, we can understand why our doctrine horrifies certain people. Because 
often the only way they can bear their wretchedness is to think, “Circumstances have been 
against me. What I’ve been and done doesn’t show my true worth. To be sure, I’ve had no 
great love, no great friendship, but that’s because I haven’t met a man or woman who was 
worthy. The books I’ve written haven’t been very good because I haven’t had the proper 
leisure. I haven’t had children to devote myself to because I didn’t find a man with whom 
I could have spent my life. So there remains within me, unused and quite viable, a host of 
propensities, inclinations, possibilities, chat one wouldn’t guess from the mere series of 
things I’ve done.” 

Now, for the existentialist there is really no love other than one which manifests itself 
in a person’s being in love. There is no genius other than one which is expressed in works 
of art; the genius of Proust is the sum of Proust’s works; the genius of Racine is his series 
of tragedies. Outside of that, there is nothing. Why say that Racine could have written 
another tragedy, when he didn’t write it? A man is involved in life, leaves his impress on 
it, and outside of that there is nothing. To be sure, this may seem a harsh thought to some- 
one whose life hasn’t been a success. But, on the other hand, it prompts people to under- 
stand that reality alone is what counts, that dreams, expectations, and hopes warrant no 
more than to define a man as a disappointed dream, as miscarried hopes, as vain expecta- 
tions. In other words, to define him negatively and not positively. However, when we say, 
“You are nothing else than your life,” that does not imply that the artist will be judged 
solely on the basis of his works of art; a thousand other things will contribute toward sum- 
ming him up. What we mean is that a man is nothing else than a series of undertakings, 
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that he is the sum, the organization, the ensemble of the relationships which make up 
these undertakings. 

When all is said and done, what we are accused of, at bottom, is not our pessimism, 
but an optimistic toughness. If people throw up to us our works of fiction in which we 
write about people who are soft, weak, cowardly, and sometimes even downright bad, it’s 
not because these people are soft, weak, cowardly, or bad; because if we were to say, as Zola 
did, that they are that way because of heredity, the workings of environment, society, be- 
cause of biological or psychological determinism, people would be reassured. They would 
say, “Well, that’s what we're like, no one can do anything about it.” But when the exis- 
tentialist writes about a coward, he says that this coward is responsible for his cowardice. 
He’s not like that because he has a cowardly heart or lung or brain; he’s not like that on 
account of his physiological make-up; but he’s like that because he has made himself a 
coward by his acts. There’s no such thing as a cowardly constitution; there are nervous con- 
stitutions; there is poor blood, as the common people say, or strong constitutions. But the 
man whose blood is poor is not a coward on that account, for what makes cowardice is the 
act of renouncing or yielding. A constitution is not an act; the coward is defined on the 
basis of the acts he performs. People feel, in a vague sort of way, that this coward we're 
talking about is guilty of being a coward, and the thought frightens them. What people 
would like is that a coward or a hero be born that way. 

One of the complaints most frequently made about The Ways of Freedom can be summed 
up as follows: “After all, these people are so spineless, how are you going to make heroes 
out of them?” This objection almost makes me laugh, for it assumes that people are born 
heroes. That’s what people really want to think. If you’re born cowardly, you may set your 
mind perfectly at rest; there’s nothing you can do about it; you'll be cowardly all your life, 
whatever you may do. If you’re born a hero, you may set your mind just as much at rest; 
you'll be a hero all your life; you'll drink like a hero and eat like a hero. What the exis- 
tentialist says is that the coward makes himself cowardly, that the hero makes himself 
heroic. There’s always a possibility for the coward not to be cowardly any more and for the 
hero to stop being heroic. What counts is total involvement; some one particular action 
or set of circumstances is not total involvement. 

Thus, I think we have answered a number of the charges concerning existentialism. You see 
that it can not be taken for a philosophy of quietism, since it defines man in terms of action; 
nor for a pessimistic description of man—there is no doctrine more optimistic, since man’s des- 
tiny is within himself; nor for an attempt to discourage man from acting, since it tells him that 
the only hope is in his acting and that action is the only thing that enables a man to live. Con- 
sequently, we are dealing here with an ethics of action and involvement. 

This does not entirely settle the objection to subjectivism. In fact, the objection still 
takes several forms. First, there is the following: we are told, “So you're able to do anything, 
no matter what!” This is expressed in various ways. First we are accused of anarchy; then 
they say, “You're unable to pass judgment on others, because there’s no reason to prefer one 
configuration to another”; finally they tell us, “Everything is arbitrary in this choosing of 
yours. You take something from one pocket and pretend you're putting it into the other.” 

These three objections aren’t very serious. Take the first objection. “You're able to do 
anything, no matter what” is not to the point. In one sense choice is possible, but what is 
not possible is not to choose. I can always choose, but I ought to know that if I do not 
choose, I am still choosing. Though this may seem purely formal, it is highly important 
for keeping fantasy and caprice within bounds. If it is true that in facing a situation, for 
example, one in which, as a person capable of having sexual relations, of having children, 
I am obliged to choose an attitude, and if I in any way assume responsibility for a choice 
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which, in involving myself, also involves all mankind, this has nothing to do with caprice, 
even if no a priori value determines my choice. 

If anybody thinks that he recognizes here Gide’s theory of the arbitrary act, he fails to 
see the enormous difference between this doctrine and Gide’s. Gide does not know what 
a situation is. He acts out of pure caprice. For us, on the contrary, man is in an organized 
situation in which he himself is involved. Through his choice, he involves all mankind, 
and he can not avoid making a choice: either he will remain chaste, or he will marry with- 
out having children, or he will marry and have children; anyhow, whatever he may do, it 
is impossible for him not to take full responsibility for the way he handles this problem. 
Doubtless, he chooses without referring to pre-established values, but it is unfair to accuse 
him of caprice. Instead, let us say that mora! choice is to be compared to the making of a 
work of art. And before going any further, let it be said at once that we are not dealing 
here with an aesthetic ethics, because our opponents are so dishonest that they even accuse 
us of that. The example I’ve chosen is a comparison only. 

Having said that, may I ask whether anyone has ever accused an artist who has painted 
a picture of not having drawn his inspiration from rules set up a priori? Has any one ever 
asked, “What painting ought he to make?” It is clearly understood that there is no defi- 
nite painting to be made, that the artist is engaged in the making of his painting, and that 
the painting to be made is precisely the painting he will have made. It is clearly under- 
stood that there are no a priori aesthetic values, but that there are values which appear sub- 
sequently in the coherence of the painting, in the correspondence between what the artist 
intended and the result. Nobody can tell what the painting of tomorrow will be like. 
Painting can be judged only after it has once been made. What connection does that have 
with ethics? We are in the same creative situation. We never say that a work of art is ar- 
bitrary. When we speak of a canvas of Picasso, we never say that it is arbitrary; we under- 
stand quite well that he was making himself what he is at the very time he was painting, 
that the ensemble of his work is embodied in his life. 

The same holds on the ethical plane. What art and ethics have in common is that we 
have creation and invention in both cases. We can not decide a priori what there is to be 
done. I think that I pointed that out quite sufficiently when I mentioned the case of the 
student who came to see me, and who might have applied to all the ethical systems, Kant- 
ian or otherwise, without getting any sort of guidance. He was obliged to devise his law 
himself. Never let it be said by us that this man—who, taking affection, individual ac- 
tion, and kind-heartedness toward a specific person as his ethical first principle, chooses to 
remain with his mother, or who, preferring to make a sacrifice, chooses to go to England— 
has made an arbitrary choice. Man makes himself. He isn’t ready made at the start. In 
choosing his ethics, he makes himself, and force of circumstances is such that he can not 
abstain from choosing one. We define man only in relationship to involvement. It is there- 
fore absurd to charge us with arbitrariness of choice. 

From these few reflections it is evident that nothing is more unjust than the objections 
that have been raised against us. Existentialism is nothing else than an attempt to draw 
all the consequences of a coherent atheistic position. It isn’t trying to plunge man into de- 
spair at all. But if one calls every attitude of unbelief despair, like the Christians, then the 
word is not being used in its original sense. Existentialism isn’t so atheistic that it wears 
itself out showing that God doesn’t exist. Rather, it declares that even if God did exist, 
that would change nothing. There you've got our point of view. Not that we believe that 
God exists, but we think that the problem of His existence is not the issue. In this sense 
existentialism is optimistic, a doctrine of action, and it is plain dishonesty for Christians 
to make no distinction between their own despair and ours and then to call us despairing. 
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PART II 


MODERN ETHICAL THEORY 


INTRODUCTION 


by James Rachels 


James Rachels is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. He ex- 
amines the main developments in moral philosophy in the twentieth century. 


“It is a salutary reflection,” wrote John Passmore at the beginning of his A Hundred Years 
of Philosophy, “that had I written this book in 1800 I should probably have dismissed 
Berkeley and Hume in a few lines, in order to concentrate my attention on Dugald Stew- 
art.”! As the year 2000 approaches, we will no doubt be flooded with reviews of the past 
century, and they will contain plenty of misperceptions to amuse future generations. Per- 
haps history will judge the greatest thinker of the age to have been someone whom today 
we do not deem worthy of attention. 

But even if we cannot be sure what will seem important co future generations, at least 
we know what has seemed important to us. From our present perspective, the story of 
what has happened during the last hundred years is clear enough. During the twentieth 
century, moral philosophers in the English-speaking countries have been preoccupied 
with two broad questions. The first concerns the objectivity of ethics: Is there any sense 
in which our moral judgments express truths that are independent of our feelings and 
conventions? And the second is about substantive moral theory: What is the best way to 
explain and summarize how we ought to live? As we shall see, these questions are not en- 
tirely independent of one another. Nevertheless, they provide a convenient way to orga- 
nize our subject. 

Our story begins in 1903 with the publication of G. E. Moore's Principia Ethica, a book 
that would become a classic as much for its way of framing issues, its style of argument, 
and ics criticisms of familiar views as for its positive doctrines. Moore, who taught at Cam- 
bridge University in England, was revered as a gentle, saintly man. But he began his book 
with the contentious declaration that previous moral philosophy had been based on a mis- 
take. Earlier philosophers, he said, had gone wrong by failing to be clear about what ques- 
tions they were asking. The central question is “What is goodness?” We must know what 
goodness is before we can broach other important matters, such as what things are good, 
how we know they are good, and how we ought to live. 


From Twentieth Century Ethical Theory by Cahn/Haber, © 1995. Reprinted by permission of Prentice-Hall 
Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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Like Socrates, Moore wanted a definition of goodness, and not just a verbal definition, 
but an analysis that would lay bare the essence of the thing. He soon concluded, however, 
that no such definition was possible. Earlier thinkers had suggested that goodness might 
be the same as pleasure, or evolutionary progress, or conformity to the will of God. But, 
Moore said, none of these views will do. They all commit a certain mistake, which he 
dubbed “the naturalistic fallacy.” Moore argued, instead, that “good” is the name of a sim- 
ple, unanalyzable property. “Good” is like “yellow”: We can perceive its presence in things, 
but we cannot define it by breaking it down into simpler notions. 

Moore thought it was obvious that goodness is an objective property of things; for him 
the only real issue was what sort of property it was. He was the first of a distinguished line 
of British philosophers, known as the intuitionists, who would defend this view through- 
out the first half of the century—a line that included, most prominently, H. A. Prichard, 
W. D. Ross, and A. C. Ewing. What united the intuitionists, despite their differences on 
many points, was the conviction that good and bad are matters of fact entirely indepen- 
dent of what we think or how we feel. They were English gentlemen who did not see how 
it could be otherwise. The alternative, as they saw it, was subjectivism, the idea that our 
evaluative judgments are nothing more than reports of our feelings. Subjectivism, in their 
view, could not possibly be true. They gave argument after argument against it. 

To other philosophers, however, Moore’s view seemed incredible. How can goodness be 
a property of things? We cannot see it or touch it. We cannot detect it with any scientific 
instrument. To say that we “intuit” goodness with some sort of sixth sense seems like so 
much occult mumbo jumbo. Hume had made the right point about this sort of view two 
centuries before: 


Take any action allow’d to be vicious: Willful murder, for instance. Examine it in all lights, 
and see if you can find that matter of fact, or real existence, which you call vice. In whichever 
way you take it, you find only certain passions, motives, volitions and thoughts. There is no 
other matter of fact in the case. The vice entirely escapes you, so long as you consider the ob- 
ject. You never can find it, till you turn your reflection into your own breast, and find a sen- 
timent of disapprobation, which arises in you, towards this action.’ 


So Moore’s critics did not reject subjectivism. Instead, they embraced it enthusiastically— 
or, more precisely, they embraced a new, sophisticated version of subjectivism known as 
emotivism. 

Emotivism was the ethical theory favored by the Vienna Circle, a group of scientifically 
minded thinkers whose ideas would be enormously influential on the subsequent devel- 
opment of philosophy. The Circle formed in Vienna in the early 1920s; its members in- 
cluded such figures as Rudolf Carnap, Mortiz Schlick, and Kurt Gödel. They believed that 
any meaningful statement about the world must be expressible in the language of science, 
and they dismissed religion and metaphysics as mere nonsense. Ethical utterances they al- 
lowed might serve the purpose of ventilating feelings and recommending actions. A. J. 
Ayer popularized these ideas in his 1936 book Language, Truth and Logic, but it was the 
American philosopher Charles Stevenson who gave emotivism its definitive formulation 
in 1944 in his Ethics and Language. Emotivism became the principal alternative to Moorean 
intuitionism, and soon it eclipsed the older view in influence and popularity. 

What made emotivism more sophisticated than earlier versions of subjectivism was its 
analysis of moral language. The key idea exploited by the emotivists was that mot every ut- 
terance is meant to be true or false. An imperative—“Don’t do that!”—“is neither true nor false. 
It does not convey information; rather, it gives an instruction about what is to be done. 
Similarly, a cheer—“Hurrah”— is not a statement of fact, not even the fact that we like 
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something. It is merely a verbal manifestation of an attitude. According to the emotivists, 
ethical “statements” are like this. They are not used to state facts; they are, really, disguised 
imperatives or avowals. Thus, when someone says “Lying is wrong,” it is as if he or she 
had said “Don’t lie!” or “Lying—yech.” 

We can now understand, said the emotivists, why ethical disputes go on endlessly, with 
neither side being able to convert the other. Ethical disagreement is like disagreeing about 
the choice of a restaurant: People may agree on all the facts about restaurants and yet dis- 
agree about where to eat, because some prefer Chinese food while others like Italian. That’s 
the way ethics is. We may agree fully about the facts and yet disagree profoundly in what 
we like and what we want to see happen. 

During the heyday of emotivism, many philosophers believed that the final truth about 
ethics had at last been found. But by the early 1950s there was a growing consensus, even 
among those sympathetic to this approach, that it was a deeply flawed theory. The prob- 
lem was that emotivism could not adequately account for the place of reason in ethics. It 
is a point of logic that moral judgments, if they are to be acceptable, must be founded on 
good reasons. If I tell you that such-and-such action is wrong, you are entitled to ask why 
it is wrong; and if I have no good reply, you may reject my advice as unfounded. This is 
what separates moral judgments from mere statements of preference. 

But what could the emotivists say about the nature of moral reasoning? Remember that 
in their view, if I tell you that such-and-such action is wrong, I am not trying to alter your 
beliefs; I am trying to influence your attitudes. Therefore, if you challenge me to explain 
why it is wrong, I will want to cite whatever considerations will influence your attitudes 
in the desired way. The business of giving reasons, therefore, turns out to be nothing more 
than an exercise in psychological manipulation. 

This might strike us as a realistic, if somewhat cynical, view. What is wrong with it? 
The problem is that if this view is correct, then any fact that influences attitudes would 
count as a reason for the attitude produced. Thus, if the thought that Goldberg is Jewish 
causes someone to distrust him, then “Goldberg is a Jew” would become a reason in sup- 
port of the judgment that he is a shady character. Could this possibly be right? Stevenson 
embraced this consequence of his view without flinching: “Any statement,” he said, “about 
any fact which any speaker considers likely to alter attitudes may be adduced as a reason 
for or against an ethical judgment.”’ But in the end, not many would agree with him. This 
account of reasons proved to be the Achilles’ heel of emotivism. 

Sometimes philosophy advances because new ideas appear that are unlike anything seen 
before. But genuinely revolutionary conceptions are rare. More commonly, progress is 
made as old ideas are rethought and combined in new ways, sidestepping difficulties that 
previously caused trouble. This happened when the emotivists reformulated the basic idea 
of Humean subjectivism, rescuing it from the objections of the intuitionists. It happened 
again when emotivism seemed to be finished. In 1952 R. M. Hare of Oxford University 
published The Language of Morals, in which he recast the basic idea of emotivism in a way 
that permitted a better account of moral reasoning. Hare’s “universal prescriptivism,” as 
he called it, became the most widely debated view in moral philosophy for the next twenty 
years. 

The motivists had been right, Hare argued, in thinking that moral language is pre- 
scriptive rather than descriptive. Moral language is typically used to prescribe what is to 
be done rather than to describe what is the case. But the emotivists erred by overlooking 
an important logical feature of words such as “right” and “ought.” When we use such 
words to make moral judgments, we implicitly commit ourselves to universal principles. 
If, for example, we say on a particular occasion that someone ought not to lie, we are com- 
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mitting ourselves to the general principle that lying is wrong. This, in turn, commits us to other judg- 
ments on other occasions, when lying is at issue. If we are to be consistent, we may not appeal to a prin- 
ciple at one time that we would not be willing to accept at other times. Hare refers to this logical fea- 
ture of moral judgment as its “universalizability.” 

Emotivism had been faulted for implying that “anything goes”—it imposed no ratio- 
nal constraints at all on what could count as a moral reason. The requirement of univer- 
salizability, however, imposes severe constraints, because it means that we must apply to 
ourselves the same principles we use in judging others. 

Did universal prescriptivism provide a satisfactory account of moral reasoning? During 
the 1950s and 1960s many philosophers argued that it was vulnerable to the same kind 
of objection that had brought down emotivism. What if someone were to insist, for ex- 
ample, that it is wrong to walk around pear trees in the light of the moon? And suppose 
that person was willing to universalize this, applying the rule to him- or herself and to 
others equally? Would there be any way, within the limits of universal prescriptivism, to 
object that this was a silly notion that has nothing to do with morality? The problem was 
not just that someone might be willing to universalize a bad moral principle. The prob- 
lem was that any sort of “principle” could turn out to be moral. Philippa Foot pressed this 
sort of objection in some important papers published in the 1950s. If something vital was 
missing from Stevenson’s account, something equally important seemed to be missing 
from Hare's. 

The missing element, in the opinion of many, was the social content of morality. Mor- 
ality, as John Dewey had insisted, is not just a matter of individuals ventilating their feel- 
ings or prescribing what they would like to see happen. It is, rather, a set of social prac- 
tices that has a purpose—namely, the promotion of the common welfare. In his 1958 book 
The Moral Point of View, Kurt Baier suggested that the moral rules are, by definition, “for 
the good of everyone alike.” Moral reasoning, therefore, is simply a matter of trying to fig- 
ure out what is best from this perspective. Does it help or harm people to walk around 
pear trees in the moonlight? If not, then it has nothing to do with morality. Only by view- 
ing morality as essentially social, Baier argued, can we firmly distinguish good moral rea- 
sons from other kinds of reasons and from sheer imposters. 

During the 1960s the philosophical journals were filled with articles debating issues 
connected with these theories. What is the relation between moral judgment and emo- 
tion? Is there a logical gap between “is” and “ought”? In what sense, if any, are moral 
judgments universalizable? Is morality necessarily social, or is an ethics of pure self-inter- 
est possible? If morality does impose social duties, why should a rational person bother 
with it? Then, around 1970, a great deal changed. Philosophers began to think about some 
entirely different questions. 

The preceding account might seem strangely bloodless. It summarizes a main line of 
moral philosophy for the first seventy years of this century, but there is no reference to the 
century's great tragedies and struggles. The two world wars, the Great Depression, the rise 
of communism, the holocaust, and the struggles against colonialism and racism are all 
missing. Is it possible that a philosophical debate about the nature of good and evil could 
have been carried on in isolation from such matters? Equally conspicuous by their absence 
are the human sciences. Can moral philosophy proceed in ignorance of what psychology, 
sociology, politics, and history teach us? Critics viewing the field from the outside were 
puzzled by philosophy’s lack of engagement. Moral philosophy seemed to have drifted 
away from the human concerns that gave it life, and the educated public began to look 
elsewhere for enlightenment about right and wrong. 

The philosophers whose work we have been considering were unmoved by such criti- 
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cism. After all, what was the task of philosophy supposed to be? Were philosophers sup- 
posed to be amateur scientists or social commentators? The distinctively philosophical 
task, they contended, was the logical analysis of concepts—or, as many preferred to put it, 
the analysis of language. In Language, Truth and Logic, perhaps the most widely read book 
of philosophy during this period, Ayer proclaimed that the philosopher is not concerned 
with che nature of things: “He is concerned only with the way in which we speak about 
them. In other words, the propositions of philosophy are not factual, but linguistic in char- 
acter.’ Not everyone agreed that philosophy should be limited to linguistic analysis. Nev- 
ertheless, many insisted that only works of conceptual analysis were “really” philosophi- 
cal (this was often said with a disdainful sniff), and from the 1930s to the 1960s it was 
standard practice for philosophers to express their ideas as theses about language. 

The conception of philosophy as logical analysis placed limits on what moral philoso- 
phers could do. It was not their business to issue instructions about how people should 
live. “A philosopher is not a parish priest or Universal Aunt or Citizens’ Advice Bureau,” 
said P. H. Nowell-Smith in his book Ethics.» A moral philosopher might tell you that 
“good” is the name of an unanalyzable property of things, but it is not his business to tell 
you what things have that property; or, she might tell you that “Chastity is good” means 
something like “Hurrah for chastity!”; but it is not her business to join in the cheers ei- 
ther for or against sexual abstinence. Philosophers, it was said, are no more moralists than 
they are scientists or mathematicians. 

Meanwhile, despite all this, philosophers were in fact discussing how we ought to live, 
at least in an abstract and general way. While the debate continued over moral language 
and the objectivity of ethics, a somewhat less prominent debate was going on about sub- 
stantive moral theory. It was mainly a debate about utilitarianism. 

In the nineteenth century Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill had argued that all 
moral duties may be derived from one ultimate principle, which they called the principle 
of utility. This principle required that we do whatever will have the best overall results for 
everyone who is affected by our actions—in Bentham’s memorable phrase, that we should 
promote “the greatest happiness for the greatest number.” Moore aligned himself with this 
view when he defined “right” in utilitarian terms: After explaining that “good” was the 
name of an unanalyzable property, Moore turned to the question “What actions are right?” 
and his answer was that right actions are the ones that produce the most good. 

Utilitarianism seemed to its partisans to be an enlightened ethic that set aside the su- 
perstitions and irrationalities of the past. It dismissed as mere “rule worship” the idea that 
virtue consists in blindly following moral rules, and it grounded morality firmly in the 
necessities of this world rather than deferring to demands imposed from some supernatu- 
ral realm. Utilitarianism was a revolutionary ethical outlook that would have enormous 
influence in law, economics, and philosophy, as well as affecting how ordinary people 
think. 

Soon, however, the theory came under attack. The most influential criticisms were ad- 
vanced in 1930 by W. D. Ross in his book The Right and the Good. Ross pointed out that 
utilitarianism leads to conclusions about what should be done in particular cases that, on 
reflection, seem plainly wrong. When you promise someone to do something, for exam- 
ple, you create an obligation that is independent of how much good you might accom- 
plish. Suppose, when the time comes to do it, you realize that breaking your promise 
would have slightly better consequences than keeping it. The principle of utility would 
say that you should break the promise. But should you? Doesn't the fact that you promised 
impose an obligation on you that might outweigh the slight gain in utility? If not, what 
was the point of promising in the first place? More generally, Ross wrote: 
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It [utilitarianism] says, in effect, that the only morally significant relation in which my 
neighbors stand to me is that of being possible beneficiaries by my action. They do stand in 
this relation to me, and this relation is morally significant. But they may also stand to me in 
the relation of promisee to promiser, of creditor to debtor, of wife to husband, of child to par- 
ent, of friend to friend, of fellow countryman to fellow countryman, and the like; and each 
of these relations is the foundation of the prima facie duty, which is more or less incumbent 
on me according to the circumstances of the case.° 


Ross argued that we have an indefinite number of independent duties that must be bal- 
anced against one another when they come into conflict. These include at least the fol- 
lowing: (1) duties resting on some previous act of our own, such as the duty to keep our 
promises and the duty to make restitution for wrongs we have done; (2) the duty of grati- 
tude, to return favors others have done for us; (3) the duty of justice, to distribute goods 
fairly; (4) the duty of self-improvement, to develop our own talents and abilities; (5) the 
duty of beneficence, to act so as to benefit others; and (6) the duty of nonmaleficence, not 
to injure others. The problem with utilitarianism, Ross argued, was that it recognizes only 
the last two as fundamental duties. But these others are important, too, and they cannot 
be reduced to (5) and (6). 

Many philosophers were persuaded by Ross’s criticisms and concluded that utilitarian- 
ism could not be right. Others, however, tried to defend the theory. One of the main strate- 
gies of defense was to cast the theory in a new form that would not be vulnerable to Ross’s 
objections. A distinction was drawn between act-utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism. 
The former is the idea that the principle of utility is to be applied to each individual ac- 
tion, one by one. So, to determine whether you ought to keep a promise you have made, 
you would ask whether this particular act of promise keeping would lead to the best pos- 
sible outcome for everyone concerned. This is the method of classical utilitarianism, and 
it generated the difficulties that Ross noticed. Rule-utilitarianism, however, suggests a 
more sophisticated approach. First, the principle of utility is used to select a set of rules 
that it would be good to follow. We would all be better off, for example, if we were to fol- 
low such rules as “Keep your promises,” “Tell the truth,” “Respect one another's privacy,” 
and so on. Then, to determine whether a particular action is mandatory—such as keeping 
a particular promise you have made—we refer to this set of rules. The key point is that 
the principle of utility is not applied directly to particular actions; it is used only to iden- 
tify the general rules that are to be followed. Rule-utilitarianism, it was said, does not lead 
to the difficulties Ross noted. Indeed, all of Ross’s “prima facie duties” could be understood 
as nothing more than rules that are themselves ultimately validated by appeal to the prin- 
ciple of utility. 

As the debate about the best moral theory continued, Ross’s theory of prima facie duties 
and utilitarianism were seen as the main alternatives. But both outlooks came under at- 
tack from a minority of philosophers who believed that this debate was radically miscon- 
ceived. Their banner was raised in 1958 by G. E. M. Anscombe when she published an 
article called “Modern Moral Philosophy” in the British journal Philosophy. Anscombe con- 
tended that moral philosophers were discussing the wrong subject. They ought not to be 
discussing moral obligation and right action at all. Those notions, she argued, are tied to 
a conception of “moral law” that makes no sense apart from a divine lawgiver. Instead, like 
Aristotle, modern philosophers should scale back their ambitions and turn their attention 
to the everyday virtues and vices that make us good or bad people. The primary concern 
of moral philosophy, in other words, should be questions about character rather than ac- 
tion. Anscombe called for nothing less than a radical reorientation of the whole subject. 

Eventually, “virtue theory” did emerge as a main alternative, and dozens of books and 
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articles were written about moral character and about particular virtues such as courage, 
honesty, and friendship. But this did not happen right away. Throughout the 1960s philo- 
sophical attention remained focused on theories of right action and on issues of conceptual 
analysis. Virtue theory came into its own only in the 1970s, when the field of moral phi- 
losophy changed. 

In the early 1970s two things happened that opened the field to an avalanche of new 
ideas. The first was the advent of the applied ethics movement. Previously the philosophi- 
cal discussion of how we ought to live had been general and abstract. Now suddenly acade- 
mic philosophers began to write about such matters as abortion, racial and sexual discrimi- 
nation, civil disobedience, economic injustice, war, and even the treatment of nonhuman 
animals. It was a startling about-face for thinkers who, only a few years before, had agreed 
that “A philosopher is not a parish priest or Universal Aunt or Citizens’ Advice Bureau.” 

The turn toward concrete issues was, in part, a delayed reaction to the failure of emo- 
tivism. It wasn’t just that emotivism failed; it was the way it failed. Emotivism failed be- 
cause it could not account for the place of reason in ethics. So im retrospect it seems in- 
evitable that philosophers would turn their attention to the way in which reasons support 
moral judgments. And what better way to do this than to study the reasons that might be 
given in support of particular judgments, in particular moral controversies? 

The second thing that happened was the publication of John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice 
in 1971. Rarely has a single work had such impact. Rawls, a Harvard professor, had pub- 
lished a series of articles outlining his ideas beginning in the 1950s. But it was not until 
his book was published that those ideas became the leading topic of debate among moral 
philosophers. Rawls sought to construct a general theory describing how moral judg- 
ments—in particular, judgments about the justice of social institutions—might be made 
and justified. His theory was a variant of the familiar idea of the social contract. 

Rawls proposed that the rules of justice be conceived as whatever rules we would ac- 
cept in special circumstances called “the original position.” The original position is an 
imaginary situation in which we are negotiating with other people about how the basic 
institutions of our society are to be structured. But the negotiation takes place under spe- 
cial constraint: Everyone is ignorant of his or her own personal qualities and social posi- 
tion. No one knows whether he or she is male or female, black or white, talented or clumsy, 
smart or stupid, rich or poor. This influences how the negotiations will go. Because we 
lack this information, we cannot press for social arrangements that will favor ourselves or 
people like us. Instead we will be motivated to seek an arrangement in which everyone is 
as well-off as possible, so that we will have a maximum chance of flourishing regardless of 
who we turn out to be when the “veil of ignorance” is lifted. 

What would be the result of negotiating under such a constraint? Rawls argues that we 
would agree on two general principles: First, that everyone should have the most exten- 
sive liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others; and second, that social or eco- 
nomic inequalities should not be permitted unless they work to everyone’s advantage and 
are attached to positions open to everyone. These are the basic principles of justice: Social 
institutions are acceptable, from the point of view of justice, only if they satisfy them. 
These institutions would obviously be egalitarian and democratic. 

Future historians might find it difficult to understand why Rawls’s book seemed, to 
philosophers working in the field at the time, such a complete break with the past. True, 
it was a work of substantive moral theory that had nothing to say about the logic of moral 
language. But substantive theory had been under discussion, off and on, for the whole cen- 
tury, in the debate over utilitarianism. True, Rawls offered an alternative to both utili- 
tarianism and Ross’s theory of prima facie duties. But his alternative was a kind of theory, 
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contractarianism, that dates back to the seventeenth century. Rawls himself disclaimed any 
particular originality. So what was all the fuss about? 

Several things might be said about this. First, Rawls was too modest in assessing his 
own originality. In fact he did something that no one else in this century had done when 
he constructed a unified, systematic moral theory. Although his view incorporated some 
older ideas, taken as a whole it was strikingly different from anything that had been seen 
in a long time. Second, Rawls “changed the subject” of the ongoing philosophical debate 
by focusing on the notions of justice and rights. When it turned out, in his view, that jus- 
tice requires social institutions that benefit all people equally, the notion of equality was 
also brought to center stage. Third, the theory he constructed was rich with implications 
for all sorts of related matters: the development of the theory involved the elaboration of 
such notions as autonomy, human life-plans, desert, self-respect, and the basic human 
goods. A wealth of topics was opened up for discussion within a systematic context. 
Philosophers were happy to jump in and talk about them rather than continue with the 
hoary questions of conceptual analysis that had occupied them for so long. 

Finally, Rawls’s work was attractive in the way it cast off the disciplinary blinders that 
other philosophers had worn. He saw connections between his work in ethics and theo- 
retical work in economics, law, and psychology. Because of the way he appropriated ma- 
terial from those areas, thinkers in those fields, who had found little of interest in previ- 
ous philosophical writing, began to see important connections between their work and 
moral theory. So A Theory of Justice signaled the reuniting of ethical theory with these other 
subjects, as well as with social and political philosophy of the traditional kind. It provided, 
for many philosophers, a new paradigm of how ethics might be done. 

In the continuing debate about the best substantive moral theory, the main contenders 
have now become utilitarianism and contractarianism. In the 1980s significant new con- 
tributions were made to the development of both sorts of views, with Derek Parfit’s Rea- 
sons and Persons breaking new ground in utilitarian theory and David Gauthier's Morals by 
Agreement offering a powerful contractarian view different in important ways from the 
theory propounded by Rawls. 

Gauthier’s contractarianism is more general than Rawls’s theory because it is a view 
about the nature of morality as a whole, rather than being limited to the justice of social 
institutions. Gauthier’s idea is more in line with the classical view of Thomas Hobbes, 
which sees morality as essentially a scheme of social cooperation established by rational, 
self-interested people for their mutual benefit. (Each of us is better off living in a society 
in which murder, theft, and so on are prohibited, and in which people can be relied upon 
to tell the truth and keep their promises.) Moral principles, then, are nothing more or less 
than the rules rational people would agree to accept, for their own benefit, provided that 
others accept them as well. 

One of the striking features of this view is the way that it finesses the traditional ques- 
tion about the objectivity of ethics. Contractarianism provides the resources for an elegant 
solution to this problem. Morality is a rational enterprise. It really is true—independent 
of what anyone thinks or how anyone feels—that certain goods cannot be obtained with- 
out social cooperation and that, therefore, rational self-interested people will be motivated 
to agree to cooperate with one another to obtain those goods. It is further true that this 
cooperation will involve accepting rules that constrain behavior. If this is what moral rules 
are like, then it is easy to explain their rationality and objectivity without resorting to any 
strange or mystifying conception of “objective values.” In this form of contractarianism 
the two concerns with which we began—the concerns about moral objectivity and about 
the best substantive theory—seem to have merged. 
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I have not tried to determine which of these views is best; my only purpose has been 
to describe, in the most general way possible, the course moral philosophy has taken since 
Moore. It is easy to describe history from a distance. Hindsight enables us to select from 
the mass of detail just the thoughts and events we need to make up a coherent narrative. 
Although this inevitably involves some distortion, the exercise helps to put ideas in per- 
spective. The closer one comes to the present, however, the messier and more confusing 
things become. Current debates cover a dizzying array of topics. Many of the positions 
taken in these debates are associated with the theories we have been describing, but some 
are connected to other points of view entirely. And meanwhile, some philosophers argue 
that a systematic moral theory is not even possible. 

Some observers might find this situation chaotic and think that in the twenty-four hun- 
dred years since Socrates greater progress should have been made. But Derek Parfit’s as- 
sessment might be more accurate. Secular moral philosophy, as distinct from theological 
ethics, is not an old subject—it is, on the contrary, a fairly young discipline that has only 
recently begun to be developed in a rigorous way. The variety of options still being tested 
may be just a sign of youthful vigor. 


Notes 
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20. G. E. MOORE 


George Edward Moore (1873- 1958), Professor of Philosophy at Cambridge University, was 


‘one of the most influential philosophers of the twentieth century. He made major contribu- 


tions in metaphysics and epistemology, as well as ethics. He argues that goodness i is simple 
and indefinable, not to be identified with any natural property. 


— 


Principia Ethica 


5. But our question ‘What is good?’ may have still another meaning. We may, in the third 
place, mean to ask, not what thing or things are good, but how ‘good’ is to be defined. 
This is an enquiry which belongs only to Ethics, not to Casuistry; and this is the enquiry 
which will occupy us first. 

It is an enquiry to which most special attention should be directed; since this question, 
how ‘good’ is to be defined, is the most fundamental question in all Ethics. That which is 
meant by ‘good’ is, in fact, except its converse ‘bad,’ the only simple object of thought 
which is peculiar to Ethics. Its definition is, therefore, the most essential point in the defi- 
nition of Ethics; and moreover a mistake with regard to it entails a far larger number of 
erroneous ethical judgments than any other. Unless this first question be fully understood, 
and its true answer clearly recognised, the rest of Ethics is as good as useless from the point 
of view of systematic knowledge. True ethical judgments, of the two kinds last dealt with, 
may indeed be made by those who do not know the answer to this question as well as by 
those who do; and it goes without saying that the two classes of people may lead equally 
good lives. But it is extremely unlikely that the most general ethical judgments will be 
equally valid, in the absence of a true answer to this question: I shall presently try to shew 
that the gravest errors have been largely due to beliefs in a false answer. And, in any case, 
it is impossible that, till the answer to this question be known, any one should know what 
is the evidence for any ethical judgment whatsoever. But the main object of Ethics, as a sys- 
tematic science, is to give correct reasons for thinking that this or that is good; and, unless 
this question be answered, such reasons cannot be given. Even, therefore, apart os the 
fact that a false answer leads to false conclusions, the present enquiry is a most necessary 
and important part of the science of Ethics. 

6. What, then, is good? How is good to be defined? Now, it may be thought that this 
is a verbal question. A definition does indeed often mean the expressing of one word’s 
meaning in other words. But this is not the sort of definition I am asking for. Such a defi- 
nition can never be of ultimate importance in any study except lexicography/ If I wanted 
that kind of definition I should have to consider in the first place how people generally 
used the word ‘good’; but my business is not with its proper usage, as established by 


custom. I should, indeed, be foolish, if I tried to use it for something which it did not 
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usually denote: if, for instance, I were to announce that, whenever I used the word ‘good, 
I must be understood to be thinking of that object which is usually denoted by the word 
‘table.’ I shall, therefore, use the word in the sense in which I think it is ordinarily used; 
but at the same time I am not anxious to discuss whether I am right in thinking that it 
is so used. My business is solely with that object or idea, which I hold, rightly or wrongly, 
that the word is generally used to stand for. What I want to discover is the nature of that 
object or idea, and about this I am extremely anxious to arrive at an agreement. 

But, if we understand the question in this sense, my answer to it may seem a very dis- 
appointing one. If I am asked ‘What is good?’ my answer is that good is good, and that is 
the end of the matter. Or if I am asked ‘How is good to be defined?’ my answer is that it 
cannot be defined, and that is all I have to say about it. But disappointing as these answers 
may appear, they are of the very last importance. To readers who are familiar with philo- 
sophic terminology, I can express their importance by saying that they amount to this: 
That propositions about the good are all of them synthetic and never analytic; and that is 
plainly no trivial matter. And the same thing may be expressed more popularly, by saying 
that, if I am right, then nobody can foist upon us such an axiom as that ‘Pleasure is the 
only good’ or that ‘The good is the desired’ on the pretence that this is ‘the very meaning 
of the word.’ 

7. Let us, then, consider this position. My point is that ‘good’ is a simple notion, just 
as ‘yellow’ is a simple notion; that, just as you cannot, by any manner of means, explain 
to any one who does not already know it, what yellow is, so you cannot explain what good 
is. Definitions of the kind that I was asking for, definitions which describe the real nature 
of the object or notion denoted by a word, and which do not merely tell us what the word 
is used to mean, are only possible when the object or notion in question is something com- 
plex. You can give a definition of a horse, because a horse has many different properties 
and qualities, all of which you can enumerate. But when you have enumerated them all, 
when you have reduced a horse to his simplest terms, then you can no longer define those 
terms. They are simply something which you think of or perceive, and to any one who 
cannot think of or perceive them, you can never, by any definition, make their nature 
known. It may perhaps be objected to this that we are able to describe to others, objects 
which they have never seen or thought of. We can, for instance, make a man understand 
what a chimaera is, although he has never heard of one or seen one. You can tell him that 
it is an animal with a lioness’s head and body, with a goat’s head growing from the mid- 
dle of its back, and with a snake in place of a tail. But here the object which you are de- 
scribing is a complex object; it is entirely composed of parts, with which we are all per- 
fectly familiar—a snake, a goat, a lioness; and we know, too, the manner in which those 
parts are to be put together, because we know what is meant by the middle of a lioness’s 
back, and where her tail is wont to grow. And so it is with all objects, not previously 

foes which we are able to define: they are all complex; all composed of parts, which 
may themselves, in the first instance, be capable of similar definition, but which must in 

ithe end be reducible to simplest parts, which can no longer be defined. But yellow and 
good, we say, are not complex: they are notions of that simple kind, out of which defini- 
tions are composed and with which the power of further defining ceases. 

8. When we say, as Webster says, ‘The definition of horse is “A hoofed quadruped of 
the genus Equus,” we may, in fact, mean three different things. (1) We may mean merely: 
‘When I say “horse,” you are to understand that I am talking about a hoofed quadruped 
of the genus Equus.’ This might be called the artibrary verbal definition: and I do not 
mean that good is indefinable in that sense. (2) We may mean, as Webster ought to mean: 
‘When most English people say “horse,” they mean a hoofed quadruped of the genus 
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Equus.’ This may be called the verbal definition proper, and I do not say that good is in- 
definable in this sense either; for it is certainly possible to discover how people use a word: 
otherwise, we could never have known that ‘good’ may be translated by ‘gur’ in German 
and by ‘bon’ in French. But (3) we may, when we define horse, mean something much 
more important. We may mean that a certain object, which we all of us know, is composed 
in a certain manner: that it has four legs, a head, a heart, a liver, etc., etc., all of them 
arranged in definite relations to one another. It is in this sense that I deny good to be de- 
finable. I say that it is not composed of any parts, which we can substitute for it in our 
minds when we are thinking of it. We might think just as clearly and correctly about a 
horse, if we thought of all its parts and their arrangement instead of thinking of the whole: 
we could, I say, think how a horse differed from a donkey just as well, just as truly, in this 
way, as now we do, only not so easily; but there is nothing whatsoever which we could so 
substitute for good; and that is what I mean, when I say that good is indefinable. 

9. But I am afraid I have still not removed the chief difficulty which may prevent ac- 
ceptance of the proposition that good is indefinable. I do not mean to say that the good, 
that which is good, is thus indefinable; if I did think so, I should not be writing on Ethics, 
for my main object is to help towards discovering that definition. It is just because I think 
there will be less risk of error in our search for a definition of ‘the good,’ that I am now 
insisting that good is indefinable. I must try to explain the difference between these two. 
I suppose it may be granted that ‘good’ is an adjective. Well ‘the good,’ ‘that which is 
good,’ must therefore be the substantive to which the adjective ‘good’ will apply: it must 
be the whole of that to which the adjective will apply, and the adjective must a/ways truly 
apply to it. But if it is that to which the adjective will apply, it must be something dif- 
ferent from that adjective itself; and the whole of that something different, whatever it is, 
will be our definition of the good. Now it may be that this something will have other ad- 
jectives, beside ‘good,’ that will apply to it. It may be full of pleasure, for example; it may 
be intelligent: and if these two adjectives are really part of its definition, then it will cer- 
tainly be true, that pleasure and intelligence are good. And many people appear to think 
that, if we say ‘Pleasure and intelligence are good,’ or if we say ‘Only pleasure and intel- 
ligence are good,’ we are defining ‘good.’ Well, I cannot deny that propositions of this na- 
ture may sometimes be called definitions; I do not know well enough how the word is gen- 
erally used to decide upon this point. I only wish it to be understood that that is not what 
I mean when I say there is no possible definition of good, and that I shall not mean this if 
I use the word again. I do most fully believe that some true proposition of the form ‘In- 
telligence is good and intelligence alone is good’ can be found; if none could be found, our 
definition of the good would be impossible. As it is, I believe the good to be definable; and 
yet I still say that good itself is indefinable. 

10. ‘Good’ then, if we mean by it that quality which we assert to belong to a thing, 
when we say that the thing is good, is incapable of any definition, in the most important 
sense of that word. The most important sense of ‘definition’ is that in which a definition 
states what are the parts which invariably compose a certain whole; and in this sense ‘good’ 
has no definition because it is simple and has no parts. It is one of those innumerable ob- 
jects of thought which are themselves incapable of definition, because they are the ulti- 
mate terms by reference to which whatever zs capable of definition must be defined. That 
there must be an indefinite number of such terms is obvious, on reflection; since we can- 
not define anything except by an analysis, which, when carried as far as it will go, refers 
us to something, which is simply different from anything else, and which by that ultimate 
difference explains the peculiarity of the whole which we are defining: for every whole con- 
tains some parts which are common to other wholes also. There is, therefore, no intrinsic 
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difficulty in the contention that ‘good’ denotes a simple and indefinable quality. There are 
many other instances of such qualities. 

Consider yellow, for example. We may try to define it, by describing its physical equiva- 
lent; we may state what kind of light-vibrations must stimulate the normal eye, in order 
that we may perceive it. But a moment's reflection is sufficient to shew that those light- 
vibrations are not themselves what we mean by yellow. They are not what we perceive. In- 
deed we should never have been able to discover their existence, unless we had first been 
struck by the patent difference of quality between the different colours. The most we can 
be entitled to say of those vibrations is that they are what corresponds in space to the yel- 
low which we actually perceive. 

Yet a mistake of this simple kind has commonly been made about ‘good.’ It may be 
true that all things which are good are a/so something else, just as it is true that all things 
which are yellow produce a certain kind of vibration in the light. And it is a fact, that 

Ethics aims at discovering what are those other properties belonging to all things which 
are good. But far too many philosophers have thought that when they named those other 
properties they were actually defining good; that these properties, in fact, were simply not 
‘other,’ but absolutely and entirely the same with goodness. This view I propose to call the 
‘naturalistic fallacy’ and of it I shall now endeavour to dispose. 

11. Let us consider what it is such philosophers say. And first it is to be noticed that 
they do not agree among themselves. They not only say that they are right as to what good 
is, but they endeavour to prove that other people who say that it is something else, are 
wrong. One, for instance, will affirm that good is pleasure, another, perhaps, that good is 
that which is desired; and each of these will argue eagerly to prove that the other is wrong. 
But how is that possible? One of them says that good is nothing but the object of desire, 
and at the same time tries to prove that it is not pleasure. But from his first assertion, that 
good just means the object of desire, one of two things must follow as regards his proof: 


(1) He may be trying to prove that the object of desire is not pleasure. But, if this 
be all, where is his Ethics? The position he is maintaining is merely a psychological 
one. Desire is something which occurs in our minds, and pleasure is something else 
which so occurs; and our would-be ethical philosopher is merely holding that the lat- 
ter is not the object of the former. But what has that to do with the question in dis- 
pute? His opponent held the ethical proposition that pleasure was the good, and al- 
though he should prove a million times over the psychological proposition that pleasure 
is not the object of desire, he is no nearer proving his opponent to be wrong. The po- 
sition is like this. One man says a triangle is a circle: another replies ‘A triangle is a 
straight line, and I will prove to you that I am right: for’ (this is the only argument) ‘a 
straight line is not a circle.’ ‘That is quite true,’ the other may reply; ‘but nevertheless 
a triangle is a circle, and you have said nothing whatever to prove the contrary. What 
is proved is that one of us is wrong, for we agree that a triangle cannot be both a straight 
line and a circle: but which is wrong, there can be no earthly means of proving, since 
you define triangle as straight line and I define it as circle. —Well, that is one alterna- 
tive which any naturalistic Ethics has to face; if good is defined as something else, it is 
then impossible either to prove that any other definition is wrong or even to deny such 
definition. 


(2) The other alternative will scarcely be more welcome. It is that the discussion is 
after all a verbal one. When A says ‘Good means pleasant’ and B says ‘Good means de-. 
sired,’ they may merely wish to assert that most people have used the word for what is 
pleasant and for what is desired respectively. And this is quite an interesting subject for 
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discussion: only it is not a whit more an ethical discussion than the last was. Nor do I 
think that any exponent of naturalistic Ethics would be willing to allow that this was 
all he meant. They are all so anxious to persuade us that what they call the good is what 
we really ought to do. ‘Do pray, act so, because the word “good” is generally used to 
denote actions of this nature’: such, on this view, would be the substance of their teach- 
ing. And in so far as they tell us how we ought to act, their teaching is truly ethical, 
as they mean it to be. But how perfectly absurd is the reason they would give for it! 
“You are to do this, because most people use a certain word to denote conduct such as 
this.’ “You are to say the thing which is not, because most people call it lying.’ That is 
an argument just as good!—My dear sirs, what we want to know from you as ethical 
teachers, is not how people use a word; it is not even, what kind of actions they ap- 
prove, which the use of this word ‘good’ may certainly imply: what we want to know 
is simply what zs good. We may indeed agree that what most people do think good, is 
actually so; we shall at all events be glad to know their opinions: but when we say their 
opinions about what zs good, we do mean what we say; we do not care whether they 
call that thing which they mean ‘horse’ or ‘table’ or ‘chair,’ ‘gut’ or ‘bon’ or ‘aya80c’; 
we want to know what it is that they so call. When they say ‘Pleasure is good,’ we can- 
not believe that they merely mean ‘Pleasure is pleasure’ and nothing more than that. 


12. Suppose a man says ‘I am pleased’; and suppose that is not a lie or a mistake but 
the truth. Well, if it is true, what does that mean? It means that his mind, a certain defi- 
nite mind, distinguished by certain definite marks from all others, has at this moment a 
certain definite feeling called pleasure. ‘Pleased’ means nothing but having pleasure, and | f PA 
though we may be more pleased or less pleased, and even, we may admit for the present, 
have one or another kind of pleasure; yet in so far as it is pleasure we have, whether there 
be more or less of it, and whether it be of one kind or another, what we have is one defi- 
nite thing, absolutely indefinable, some one thing that is the same in all the various de- 
grees and in all the various kinds of it that there may be. We may be able to say how it is 
related to other things: that, for example, it is in the mind, that it causes desire, that we 
are conscious of it, etc., etc. We can, I say, describe its relations to other things, but de- 
fine it we can zot. And if anybody tried to define pleasure for us as being any other natu- 
ral object; if anybody were to say, for instance, that pleasure means the sensation of red, and 
were to proceed to deduce from that that pleasure is a colour, we should be entitled to 
laugh at him and to distrust his future statements about pleasure. Well, that would be the 
same fallacy which I have called the naturalistic fallacy. That ‘pleased’ does not mean ‘hav- 
ing the sensation of red,’ or anything else whatever, does not prevent us from understand- 
ing what it does mean. It is enough for us to know that ‘pleased’ does mean ‘having the 
sensation of pleasure, and though pleasure is absolutely indefinable, though pleasure is 
pleasure and nothing else whatever, yet we feel no difficulty in saying that we are pleased. 
The reason is, of course, that when I say “I am pleased,’ I do zot mean that ‘I’ am the same 
thing as ‘having pleasure.’ And similarly no difficulty need be found in my saying that 
‘pleasure is good’ and yet not meaning that ‘pleasure’ is the same thing as ‘good,’ that plea- 
sure means good, and that good means pleasure. If I were to imagine that when I said ‘I am 
pleased,’ I meant that I was exactly the same thing as ‘pleased,’ I should not indeed call 
that a naturalistic fallacy, although it would be the same fallacy as I have called naturalis- 
tic with reference to Ethics. The reason of this is obvious enough. When a man confuses 
two natural objects with one another, defining the one by the other, if for instance, he con- 
fuses himself, who is one natural object, with ‘pleased’ or with ‘pleasure’ which are others, 
then there is no reason to call the fallacy naturalistic. But if he confuses ‘good,’ which is 
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not in the same sense a natural object, with any natural object whatever, then there is a 
reason for calling that a naturalistic fallacy; its being made with regard to ‘good’ marks it 
as something quite specific, and this specific mistake deserves a name because it is so com- 
mon. As for the reasons why good is not to be considered a natural object, they may be re- 
served for discussion in another place. But, for the present, it is sufficient to notice this: 
Even if it were a natural object, that would not alter the nature of the fallacy nor dimin- 
ish its importance one whit. All that I have said about it would remain quite equally true: 
only the name which I have called it would not be so appropriate as I think it is. And I 
do not care about the name: what I do care about is the fallacy. It does not matter what 
we call it, provided we recognise it when we meet with it. It is to be met with in almost 
every book on Ethics; and yet it is not recognised: and that is why it is necessary to mul- 
tiply illustrations of it, and convenient to give it a name. It is a very simple fallacy indeed. 
When we say that an orange is yellow, we do not think our statement binds us to hold 
that ‘orange’ means nothing else than ‘yellow, or that nothing can be yellow but an or- 
ange. Supposing the orange is also sweet! Does that bind us to say that ‘sweet’ is exactly 
the same thing as ‘yellow,’ that ‘sweet’ must be defined as ‘yellow’? And supposing it be 
recognised that ‘yellow’ just means ‘yellow’ and nothing else whatever, does that make it 
any more difficult to hold that oranges are yellow? Most certainly it does not: on the con- 
trary, it would be absolutely meaningless to say that oranges were yellow, unless yellow 
did in the end mean just ‘yellow’ and nothing else whatever—unless it was absolutely in- 
definable. We should not get any very clear notion about things, which are yellow—we 
should not get very far with our science, if we were bound to hold that everything which 
was yellow, meant exactly the same thing as yellow. We should find we had to hold that an 
orange was exactly the same thing as a stool, a piece of paper, a lemon, anything you like. 
We could prove any number of absurdities; but should we be the nearer to the truth? Why, 
then, should it be different with ‘good’? Why, if good is good and indefinable, should I be 
held to deny that pleasure is good? Is there any difficulty in holding both to be true at 
once? On the contrary, there is no meaning in saying that pleasure is good, unless good is 
something different from pleasure. It is absolutely useless, so far as Ethics is concerned, to 
prove, as Mr Spencer tries to do, that increase of pleasure coincides with increase of life, 
unless good means something different from either life or pleasure. He might just as well 
try to prove that an orange is yellow by shewing that it always is wrapped up in paper. ` 

13. In fact, if it is not the case that ‘good’ denotes something simple and indefinable, 
only two alternatives are possible: either it is a complex, a given whole, about the correct 
analysis of which there may be disagreement; or else it means nothing at all, and there is 
no such subject as Ethics. In general, however, ethical philosophers have attempted to de- 
fine good, without recognising what such an attempt must mean. They actually use argu- 
ments which involve one or both of the absurdities considered in § 11. We are, therefore, 
justified in concluding that the attempt to define good is chiefly due to want of clearness 
as to the possible nature of definition. There are, in fact, only two serious alternatives to 
be considered, in order to establish the conclusion that ‘good’ does denote a simple and_ 
indefinable notion. It might possibly denote a complex, as ‘horse’ does; or it might have 
no meaning at all. Neither of these possibilities has, however, been clearly conceived and 
seriously maintained, as such, by those who presume to define good; and both may be dis- 
missed by a simple appeal to facts. 


(1) The hypothesis that disagreement about the meaning of good is disagreement 
with regard to the correct analysis of a given whole, may be most plainly seen to be in- 
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correct by consideration of the fact that, whatever definition be offered, it may be al- 
ways asked, with significance, of the complex so defined, whether it is itself good. To 
take, for instance, one of the more plausible, because one of the more complicated, of 
such proposed definitions, it may easily be thought, at first sight, that to be good may 
mean to be that which we desire to desire. Thus if we apply this definition to a par- 
ticular instance and say ‘When we think that A is good, we are thinking that A is one 
of the things which we desire to desire, our proposition may seem quite plausible. But, 
if we carry the investigation further, and ask ourselves ‘Is it good to desire to desire A?’ 
it is apparent, on a little reflection, that this question is itself as intelligible, as the 
- original question ‘Is A good?’—that we are, in fact, now asking for exactly the same 
information about the desire to desire A, for which we formerly asked with regard to 
A itself. But it is also apparent that the meaning of this second question cannot be cor- 
rectly analysed into ‘Is the desire to desire A one of the things which we desire to de- 
sire?’: we have not before our minds anything so complicated as the question ‘Do we 
desire to desire to desire to desire A?’ Moreover any one can easily convince himself by 
inspection that the predicate of this proposition—‘good’—is positively different from 
the notion of ‘desiring to desire’ which enters into its subject: “That we should desire 
to desire A is good’ is not merely equivalent to “That A should be good is good.’ It may, 
indeed be true that what we desire to desire is always also good; perhaps, even the con- 
verse may be true: but it is very doubtful whether this is the case, and the mere fact 
that we understand very well what is meant by doubting it, shews clearly that we have | 
two different notions before our minds. 

(2) And the same consideration is sufficient to dismiss the hypothesis that ‘good’ 
has no meaning whatsoever. It is very natural to make the mistake of supposing that 
what is universally true is of such a nature that its negation would be self-contradic- 
tory: the importance which has been assigned to analytic propositions in the history of 
philosophy shews how easy such a mistake is. And thus it is very easy to conclude that 
what seems to be a universal ethical principle is in fact an identical proposition; that, 
if, for example, whatever is called ‘good’ seems to be pleasant, the proposition ‘Pleasure 
is the good’, does not assert a connection between two different notions, but involves 
only one, that of pleasure, which is easily recognised as a distinct entity. But whoever 
will attentively consider with himself what is actually before his mind when he asks 
the question ‘Is pleasure (or whatever it may be) after all good?’ can easily satisfy him- 
self that he is not merely wondering whether pleasure is pleasant. And if he will try 
this experiment with each suggested definition in succession, he may become expert 
enough to recognise that in every case he has before his mind a unique object, with re- 
gard to the connection of which with any other object, a distinct question may be asked. 
Every one does in fact understand the question ‘Is this good?’ When he thinks of it, his 
state of mind is different from what it would be, were he asked ‘Is this pleasant, or de- 
sired, or approved?’ It has a distinct meaning for him, even though he may not recog- 
nise in what respect it is distinct. Whenever he thinks of ‘intrinsic value,’ or ‘intrinsic 
worth,’ or says that a thing ‘ought to exist,’ he has before his mind the unique object— 
the unique property of things—which I mean by ‘good.’ Everybody is constantly aware 
of this notion, although he may never become aware at all that it is different from other 
notions of which he is also aware. But, for correct ethical reasoning, it is extremely 
important that he should become aware of this fact; and, as soon as the nature of the 
problem is clearly understood, there should be little difficulty in advancing so far in 
analysis. 
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William David Ross (1877-1971) taught at Oxford University. He argued that the right and the 
good are properties known by intuition and that duties may conflict and, therefore, hold only 
prima facie. 


The Right and The Good 


The real point at issue between hedonism and utilitarianism on the one hand and their op- 
ponents on the other is not whether ‘right’ means ‘productive of so and so’; for it cannot 
with any plausibility be maintained that it does. The point at issue is that to which we 
now pass, viz. whether there is any general character which makes right acts right, and if 
so, what it is. Among the main historical attempts to state a single characteristic of all 
right actions which is the foundation of their rightness are those made by egoism and utili- 
tarianism. But I do not propose to discuss these, not because the subject is unimportant, 
but because it has been dealt with so often and so well already, and because there has come 
to be so much agreement among moral philosophers that neither of these theories is sat- 
isfactory. A much more attractive theory has been put forward by Professor Moore: that 
what makes actions right is that they are productive of more good than could have been 
produced by any other action open to the agent.' 

This theory is in fact the culmination of all the attempts to base rightness on produc- 
tivity of some sort of result. The first form this attempt takes is the attempt to base right- 
ness on conduciveness to the advantage or pleasure of the agent. This theory comes to grief 
over the fact, which stares us in the face, that a great part of duty consists in an observance 
of the rights and a furtherance of the interests of others, whatever the cost to ourselves may 
be. Plato and others may be right in holding that a regard for the rights of others never 
in the long run involves a loss of happiness for the agent, that ‘the just life profits a man’. 
But this, even if true, is irrelevant to the rightness of the act. As soon as a man does an ac- 
tion because he thinks he will promote his own interests thereby, he is acting not from a 
sense of its rightness but from self-interest. 

To the egoistic theory hedonistic utilitarianism supplies a much-needed amendment. 
It points out correctly that the fact that a certain pleasure will be enjoyed by the agent is 
no reason why he ought to bring it into being rather than an equal or greater pleasure to 
be enjoyed by another, though, human nature being what it is, it makes it not unlikely 
that he will try to bring it into being. But hedonistic utilitarianism in its turn needs a cor- 
rection. On reflection it seems clear that pleasure is not the only thing in life that we think 
good in itself, that for instance we think the possession of a good character, or an intelli- 
gent understanding of the world, as good or better. A great advance is made by the sub- 
stitution of ‘productive of the greatest good’ for ‘productive of the greatest pleasure’. 


From The Right and the Good by W. D. Ross (1930). Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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Not only is this theory more attractive than hedonistic utilitarianism, but its logical 
relation to that theory is such that the latter could not be true unless zt were true, while 
it might be true though hedonistic utilitarianism were not. It is in fact one of the logical 
bases of hedonistic utilitarianism. For the view that what produces the maximum pleasure 
is right has for its bases the views (1) that what produces the maximum good is right, and 
(2) that pleasure is the only thing good in itself. If they were not assuming that what pro- 
duces the maximum good is right, the utilitarians’ attempt to show that pleasure is the 
only thing good in itself, which is in fact the point they take most pains to establish, would 
have been quite irrelevant to their attempt to prove that only what produces the maxi- 
mum Pleasure is right. If, therefore, it can be shown that productivity of the maximum 
good is not what makes all right actions right, we shall æ fortiori have refuted hedonistic 
utilitarianism. 

When a plain man fulfils a promise because he thinks he ought to do so, it seems clear 
that he does so with no thought of its total consequences, still less with any opinion that 
these are likely to be the best possible. He thinks in fact much more of the past than of the 
future. What makes him think it right to act in a certain way is the fact that he has 
promised to do so—that and, usually, nothing more. That his act will produce the best pos- 
sible consequences is not his reason for calling it right. What lends colour to the theory we 
are examining, then, is not the actions (which form probably a great majority of our ac- 
tions) in which some such reflection as ‘I have promised’ is the only reason we give our- 
selves for thinking a certain action right, but the exceptional cases in which the conse- 
quences of fulfilling a promise (for instance) would be so disastrous to others that we judge 
it right not to do so. It must of course be admitted that such cases exist. If I have promised 
to meet a friend at a particular time for some trivial purpose, I should certainly think my- 
self justified in breaking my engagement if by doing so I could prevent a serious accident 
or bring relief to the victims of one. And the supporters of the view we are examining hold 
that my thinking so is due to my thinking that I shall bring more good into existence by 
the one action than by the other. A different account may, however, be given of the matter, 
an account which will, I believe, show itself to be the true one. It may be said that besides 
the duty of fulfilling promises I have and recognize a duty of relieving distress,’ and that 
when I think it right to do the latter at the cost of not doing the former, it is not because 
I think I shall produce more good thereby but because I think it the duty which is in the 
circumstances more of a duty. This account surely corresponds much more closely with 
what we really think in such a situation. If, so far as I can see, I could bring equal amounts 
of good into being by fulfilling my promise and by helping some one to whom I had made 
no promise, I should not hesitate to regard the former as my duty. Yet on the view that 
what is right is right because it is productive of the most good I should not so regard it. 

There are two theories, each in its way simple, that offer a solution of such cases of con- 
science. One is the view of Kant, that there are certain duties of perfect obligation, such 
as those of fulfilling promises, of paying debts, of telling the truth, which admit of no ex- 
ception whatever in favour of duties of imperfect obligation, such as that of relieving dis- 
tress. The other is the view of, for instance, Professor Moore and Dr. Rashdall, that there 
is only the duty of producing good, and that all ‘conflicts of duties’ should be resolved by 
asking ‘by which action will most good be produced?’ But it is more important that our 
theory fit the facts than that it be simple, and the account we have given above corresponds 
(it seems to me) better than either of the simpler theories with what we really think, viz. 
that normally promise-keeping, for example, should come before benevolence, but that 
when and only when the good to be produced by the benevolent act is very great and the 
promise comparatively trivial, the act of benevolence becomes our duty. 
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In fact the theory of ‘ideal utilitarianism’, if I may for brevity refer so to the theory of 
Professor Moore, seems to simplify unduly our relations to our fellows. It says, in effect, 
that the only morally significant relation in which my neighbours stand to me is that of 
being possible beneficiaries by my action.’ They do stand in this relation to me, and this 
relation is morally significant. But they may also stand to me in the relation of promisee 
to promiser, of creditor to debtor, of wife to husband, of child to parent, of friend to friend, 
of fellow countryman to fellow countryman, and the like; and each of these relations is the 
foundation of a prima facie duty, which is more or less inncumbent on me according to the 
circumstances of the case. When I am ina situation, as perhaps I always am, in which more 
than one of these prima facie duties is incumbent on me, what I have to do is to study the 
situation as fully as I can until I form the considered opinion (it is never more) that in the 
circumstances one of them is more incumbent than any other; then I am bound to think 
that to do this prima facie duty is my duty sans phrase in the situation. 

I suggest ‘prima facie duty’ or ‘conditional duty’ as a brief way of referring to the char- 
acteristic (quite distinct from that of being a duty proper) which an act has, in virtue of 
being of a certain kind (e.g. the keeping of a promise), of being an act which would be a 
duty proper if it were not at the same time of another kind which is morally significant. 
Whether an act is a duty proper or actual duty depends on a// the morally significant kinds 
it is an instance of. The phrase ‘prima facie duty’ must be apologized for, since (1) it sug- 
gests that what we are speaking of is a certain kind of duty, whereas it is in fact not a duty, 
but something related in a special way to duty. Strictly speaking, we want not a phrase in 
which duty is qualified by an adjective, but a separate noun. (2) ‘Prima’ facie suggests that 
one is speaking only of an appearance which a moral situation presents at first sight, and 
which may turn out to be illusory; whereas what I am speaking of is an objective fact in- 
volved in the nature of the situation, or more strictly in an element of its nature, though 
not, as duty proper does, arising from its whole nature. I can, however, think of no term 
which fully meets the case. ‘Claim’ has been suggested by Professor Prichard. The word 
‘claim’ has the advantage of being quite a familiar one in this connexion, and it seems to 
cover much of the ground. It would be quite natural to say, ‘a person to whom I have made 
a promise has a claim on me’, and also, ‘a person whose distress I could relieve (at the cost 
of breaking the promise) has a claim on me’. But (1) while ‘claim’ is apropriate from their 
point of view, we want a word to express the corresponding fact from the agent’s point of 
view—the fact of his being subject to claims that can be made against him; and ordinary 
language provides us with no such correlative to ‘claim’. And (2) (what is more important) 
‘claim’ seems inevitably to suggest two persons, one of whom might make a claim on the 
other; and while this covers the ground of social duty, it is inappropriate in the case of that 
important part of duty which is the duty of cultivating a certain kind of character in one- 
self. It would be artificial, I chink, and at any rate metaphorical, to say that one’s charac- 
ter has a claim on oneself. 

There is nothing arbitrary about these prima facie duties. Each rests on a definite cir- 
cumstance which cannot seriously be held to be without moral significance. Of prima facie 
duties I suggest, without claiming completeness or finality for it, the following division.‘ 

(1) Some duties rest on previous acts of my own. These duties seem to include two 
kinds, (a) those resting on a promise or what may fairly be called an implicit promise, such 
as the implicit undertaking not to tell lies which seems to be implied in the act of enter- 
ing into conversation (at any rate by civilized men), or of writing books that purport to 
be history and not fiction. These may be called the duties of fidelity. (4) Those resting on 
a previous wrongful act. These may be called the duties of reparation. (2) Some rest on pre- 
vious acts of other men, i.e. services done by them to me. These may be loosely described 
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as the duties of gratitude. (3) Some rest on the fact or possibility of a distribution of plea- 
sure or happiness (or of the means thereto) which is not in accordance with the merit of 
the persons concerned; in such cases there arises a duty to upset or prevent such a distribu- 
tion. These are the duties of justice. (4) Some rest on the mere fact that there are other be- 
ings in the world whose condition we can make better in respect of virtue, or of intelli- 
gence, or of pleasure. These are the duties of beneficence. (5) Some rest on the fact that we 
can improve our own condition in respect of virtue or of intelligence. These are the duties 
of self-improvement. (6) I think that we should distinguish from (4) the duties that may 
be summed up under the title of ‘not injuring others’. No doubt to injure others is inci- 
dentally to fail to do them good; but it seems to me clear that non-maleficence is appre- 
hended as a duty distinct from that of beneficence, and as a duty of a more stringent char- 
acter. It will be noticed that this alone among the types of duty has been stated in a 
negative way. An attempt might no doubt be made to state this duty, like the others, in 
a positive way. It might be said that it is really the duty to prevent ourselves from acting 
either from an inclination to harm others or from an inclination-to seek our own pleasure, 
in doing which we should incidentally harm them. But on reflection it seems clear that 
the primary duty here is the duty not to harm others, this being a duty whether or not we 
have an inclination that if followed would lead to our harming them; and that when we 
have such an inclination the primary duty not to harm others gives rise to a consequential 
duty to resist the inclination. The recognition of this duty of non-maleficence is the first 
step on the way to the recognition of the duty of beneficence; and that accounts for the 
prominence of the commands ‘thou shalt not kill’, ‘thou shalt not commit adultery’, ‘thou 
shalt not steal’, ‘thou shalt not bear false witness’, in so early a code as the Decalogue. But 
even when we have come to recognize the duty of beneficence, it appears to me that the 
duty of non-maleficence is recognized as a distinct one, and as prima facie more binding. 
We should not in general consider it justifiable to kill one person in order to keep another 
alive, or to steal from one in order to give alms to another. 

The essential defect of the ‘ideal utilitarian’ theory is that it ignores, or at least does not 
do full justice to, the highly personal character of duty. If the only duty is to produce the 
maximum of good, the question who is to have the good—whether it is myself, or my 
benefactor, or a person to whom I have made a promise to confer that good on him, or a 
mere fellow man to whom I stand in no such special relation—should make no difference 
to my having a duty to produce that good. But we are all in fact sure that it makes a vast 
difference. 

One or two other comments must be made on this provisional list of the divisions of 
duty. (1) The nomenclature is not strictly correct. For by ‘fidelity’ or ‘gratitude’ we mean, 
strictly, certain states of motivation; and, as I have urged, it is not our duty to have cer- 
tain motives, but to do certain acts. By ‘fidelity’, for instance, is meant, strictly, the dis- 
position to fulfil promises and implicit promises because we have made them. We have no gen- 
eral word to cover the actual fulfilment of promises and implicit promises irrespective of 
motive; and I use ‘fidelity’, loosely but perhaps conveniently, to fill this gap. So too I use 
‘gratitude’ for the returning of services, irrespective of motive. The term ‘justice’ is not so 
much confined, in ordinary usage, to a certain state of motivation, for we should often talk 
of a man as acting justly even when we did not think his motive was the wish to do what 
was just simply for the sake of doing so. Less apology is therefore needed for our use of 
‘justice’ in this sense. And I have used the word ‘beneficence’ rather than ‘benevolence’, in 
order to emphasize the fact that it is our duty to do certain things, and not to do them 
from certain motives. 

(2) If the objection be made, that this catalogue of the main types of duty is an unsys- 
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tematic one resting on no logical principle, it may be replied, first, that it makes no claim 
to being ultimate. It is a prima facie classification of the duties which reflection on our 
moral convictions seems actually to reveal. And if these convictions are, as I would claim 
that they are, of the nature of knowledge, and if I have not misstated them, the list will 
be a list of authentic conditional duties, correct as far as it goes though not necessarily 
complete. The list of goods put forward by the rival theory is reached by exactly the same 
method—the only sound one in the circumstances—viz. that of direct reflection on what 
we really think. Loyalty to the facts is worth more than a symmetrical architectonic or a 
hastily reached simplicity. If further reflection discovers a perfect logical basis for this or 
for a better classification, so much the better. 

(3) It may, again, be objected that our theory that there are these various and often con- 
flicting types of prima facie duty leaves us with no principle upon which to discern what 
is our actual duty in particular circumstances. But this objection is not one which the rival 
theory is in a position to bring forward. For when we have to choose between the produc- 
tion of two heterogeneous goods, say knowledge and pleasure, the ‘ideal utilitarian’ theory 
can only fall back on an opinion, for which no logical basis can be offered, that one of the 
goods is the greater; and this is no better than a similar opinion that one of two duties is 
the more urgent. And again, when we consider the infinite variety of the effects of our ac- 
tions in the way of pleasure, it must surely be admitted that the claim which hedonism 
sometimes makes, that it offers a readily applicable criterion of right conduct, is quite il- 
lusory. 

Iam unwilling, however, to content myself with an argumentum ad hominem, and I would 
contend that in principle there is no reason to anticipate that every act that is our duty is 
so for one and the same reason. Why should two sets of circumstances, or one set of cir- 
cumstances, not possess different characteristics, any one of which makes a certain act our 
prima facie duty? When I ask what it is that makes me in certain cases sure that I have a 
prima facie duty to do so and so, I find that it lies in the fact that I have made a promise; 
when I ask the same question in another case, I find the answer lies in the fact that I have 
done a wrong. And if on reflection I find (as I think I do) that neither of these reasons is 
reducible to the other, I must not on any a priori ground assume that such a reduction is 
possible. 

An attempt may be made to arrange in a more systematic way the main types of duty 
which we have indicated. In the first place it seems self-evident that if there are things 
that are intrinsically good, it is prima facie a duty to bring them into existence rather than 
not to do so, and to bring as much of them into existence as possible. It will be argued in 
our fifth chapter that there are three main things that are intrinsically good—virtue, 
knowledge, and, with certain limitations, pleasure. And since a given virtuous disposition, 
for instance, is equally good whether it is realized in myself or in another, it seems to be 
my duty to bring it into existence whether in myself or in another. So too with a given 
piece of knowledge. 

The case of pleasure is difficult; for while we clearly recognize a duty to produce plea- 
sure for others, it is by no means so clear that we recognize a duty to produce pleasure for 
ourselves. This appears to arise from the following facts. The thought of an act as our duty 
is one that presupposes a certain amount of reflection about the act; and for that reason 
does not normally arise in connexion with acts towards which we are already impelled by 
another strong impulse. So far, the cause of our not thinking of the promotion of our own 
pleasure as a duty is analogous to the cause which usually prevents a highly sympathetic 
person from thinking of the promotion of the pleasure of others as a duty. He is impelled 
so strongly by direct interest in the well-being of others towards promoting their pleasure 
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that he does not stop to ask whether it is his duty to promote it; and we are all impelled 
so strongly towards the promotion of our own pleasure that we do not stop to ask whether 
it is a duty or not. But there is a further reason why even when we stop to think about the 
matter it does not usually present itself as a duty: viz. that, since the performance of most 
of our duties involves the giving up of some pleasure that we desire, the doing of duty and 
the getting of pleasure for ourselves come by a natural association of ideas to be thought 
of as incompatible things. This association of ideas is in the main salutary in its operation, 
since it puts a check on what but for it would be much too strong, the tendency to pur- 
sue one’s own pleasure without thought of other considerations. Yet if pleasure is good, it 
seems in the long run clear that it is right to get it for ourselves as well as to produce it 
for others, when this does not involve the failure to discharge some more stringent prima 
facie duty. The question is a very difficult one, but it seems that this conclusion can be de- 
nied only on one or other of three grounds: (1) that pleasure is not prima facie good (i.e. 
good when it is neither the actualization of a bad disposition nor undeserved), (2) that 
there is no prima facie duty to produce as much that is good as we can, or (3) that though 
there is a prima facie duty to produce other things that are good, there is no prima facie duty 
to produce pleasure which will be enjoyed by ourselves. I give reasons later for not ac- 
cepting the first contention. The second hardly admits of argument but seems to me 
plainly false. The third seems plausible only if we hold that an act that is pleasant or brings 
pleasure to ourselves must for that reason not be a duty; and this would lead to paradoxi- 
cal consequences, such as that if a man enjoys giving pleasure to others or working for their 
moral improvement, it cannot be his duty to do so. Yet it seems to be a very stubborn fact, 
that in our ordinary consciousness we are not aware of a duty to get pleasure for ourselves; 
and by way of partial explanation of this I may add that though, as I think, one’s own plea- 
sure is a good and there is a duty to produce it, it is only if we ¢hink of our own pleasure 
not as simply our own pleasure, but as an objective good, something that an impartial 
spectator would approve, that we can think of the getting it as a duty; and we do not ha- 
bicually think of it in this way. 

If these contentions are right, what we have called the duty of beneficence and the duty 
of self-improvement rest on the same ground. No different principles of duty are involved 
in the two cases. If we feel a special responsibility for improving our own character rather 
than that of others, it is not because a special principle is involved, but because we are 
aware that the one is more under our control than the other. It was on this ground that 
Kant expressed the practical law of duty in the form ‘seek to make yourself good and other 
people happy’. He was so persuaded of the internality of virtue that he regarded any at- 
tempt by one person to produce virtue in another as bound to produce, at most, only a 
counterfeit of virtue, the doing of externally right acts not from the true principle of vir- 
tuous action but out of regard to another person. It must be admitted that one man can- 
not compel another to be virtuous; compulsory virtue would just not be virtue. But expe- 
rience clearly shows that Kant overshoots the mark when he contends that one man cannot 
do anything to promote virtue in another, to bring such influences to bear upon him that 
his own response to them is more likely to be virtuous than his response to other influ- 
ences would have been. And our duty to do this is not different in kind from our duty to 
improve our own characters. 

It is equally clear, and clear at an earlier stage of moral development, that if there are 
things that are bad in themselves we ought, prima facie, not to bring them upon others; 
and on this fact rests the duty of non-maleficence. 

The duty of justice is particularly complicated, and the word is used to cover things 
which are really very different—things such as the payment of debts, the reparation of in- 
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juries done by oneself to another, and the bringing about of a distribution of happiness be- 
tween other people in proportion to merit. I use the word to denote only the last of these 
three. In the fifth chapter I shall try to show that besides the three (comparatively) simple 
goods, virtue, knowledge, and pleasure, there is a more complex good, not reducible to 
these, consisting in the proportionment of happiness to virtue. The bringing of this about 
is a duty which we owe to all men alike, though it may be reinforced by special responsi- 
bilities that we have undertaken to particular men. This, therefore, with beneficence and 
self-improvement, comes under the general principle that we should produce as much 
good as possible, though the good here involved is different in kind from any other. 

But besides this general obligation, there are special obligations. These may arise, in 
the first place, incidentally, from acts which were not essentially meant to create such an 
obligation, but which nevertheless create it. From the nature of the case such acts may be 
of two kinds—the infliction of injuries on others, and the acceptance of benefits from 
them. It seems clear that these put us under a special obligation to other men, and that 
only these acts can do so incidentally. From these arise the twin duties of reparation and 
gratitude. 

And finally there are special obligations arising from acts the very intention of which, 
when they were done, was to put us under such an obligation. The name for such acts is 
‘promises’; the name is wide enough if we are willing to include under it implicit 
promises, i.e. modes of behaviour in which without explicit verbal promise we intention- 
ally create an expectation that we can be counted on to behave in a certain way in the in- 
terest of another person. 

These seem to be, in principle, all the ways in which prima facie duties arise. In actual 
experience they are compounded together in highly complex ways. Thus, for example, the 
duty of obeying the laws of one’s country arises partly (as Socrates contends in the Crito) 
from the duty of gratitude for the benefits one has received from it; partly from the im- 
plicit promise to obey which seems to be involved in permanent residence in a country 
whose laws we know we ate expected to obey, and still more clearly involved when we our- 
selves invoke the protection of its laws (this is the truth underlying the doctrine of the so- 
cial contract); and partly (if we are fortunate in our country) from the fact that its laws are 
potent instruments for the general good. 

Or again, the sense of a general obligation to bring about (so far as we can) a just ap- 
portionment of happiness to merit is often greatly reinforced by the fact that many of the 
existing injustices are due to a social and economic system which we have, not indeed cre- 
ated, but taken part in and assented to; the duty of justice is then reinforced by the duty 
of reparation. 

It is neceessary to say something by way of clearing up the relation between prima facie 
duties and the actual or absolute duty to do one particular act in particular circumstances. 
If, as almost all moralists except Kant are agreed, and as most plain men think, it is some- 
times right to tell a lie or to break a promise, it must be maintained that there is a dif- 
ference between prima facie duty and actual or absolute duty. When we think ourselves jus- 
tified in breaking, and indeed morally obliged to break, a promise in order to relieve some 
one’s distress, we do not for a moment cease to recognize a prima facie duty to keep our 
promise, and this leads us to feel, not indeed shame or repentance, but certainly com- 
punction, for behaving as we do; we recognize, further, that it is our duty to make up 
somehow to the promisee for the breaking of the promise. We have to distinguish from 
the characteristic of being our duty that of tending to be our duty. Any act that we do con- 
tains various elements in virtue of which it falls under various categories. In virtue of being 
the breaking of a promise, for instance, it tends to be wrong; in virtue of being an instance 
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of relieving distress it tends to be right. Tendency to be one’s duty may be called a parti- 
resultant attribute, i.e. one which belongs to an act in virtue of some one component in 
its nature. Being one’s duty is a toti-resultant attribute, one which belongs to an act in 
virtue of its whole nature and of nothing less chan this. This distinction between parti- 
resultant and toti-resultant attributes is one which we shall meet in another context also. 

Another instance of the same distinction may be found in the operation of natural laws. 
Qua subject to the force of gravitation towards some other body, each body tends to move 
in a particular direction with a particular velocity; but its actual movement depends on 
all the forces to which it is subject. It is only by recognizing this distinction that we can 
preserve the absoluteness of laws of nature, and only by recognizing a corresponding dis- 
tinction that we can preserve the absoluteness of the general principles of morality. But an 
important difference between the two cases must be pointed out. When we say that in 
virtue of gravitation a body tends to move in a certain way, we are referring to a causal in- 
fluence actually exercised on it by another body or other bodies. When we say that in virtue 
of being deliberately untrue a certain remark tends to be wrong, we are referring to no 
causal relation, to no relation that involves succession in time, but to such a relation as 
connects the various attributes of a mathematical figure. And if the word ‘tendency’ is 
thought to suggest too much a causal relation, it is better to talk of certain types of act as 
being prima facie right or wrong (or of different persons as having different and possibly 
conflicting claims upon us), than of their tending to be right or wrong. 

Something should be said of the relation between our apprehension of the prima facie 
rightness of certain types of act and our mental attitude towards particular acts. It is proper 
to use the word ‘apprehension’ in the former case and not in the latter. That an act, gua 
fulfilling a promise, or qua effecting a just distribution of good, or qua returning services 
rendered, or qua promoting the good of others, or qua promoting the virtue or insight of 
the agent, is prima facie right, is self-evident; not in the sense that it is evident from the 
beginning of our lives, or as soon as we attend to the proposition for the first time, but in 
the sense that when we have reached sufficient mental maturity and have given sufficient 
attention to the proposition it is evident without any need of proof, or of evidence beyond 
itself. It is self-evident just as a mathematical axiom, or the validity of a form of inference, 
is evident. The moral order expressed in these propositions is just as much part of the fun- 
damental nature of the universe (and, we may add, of any possible universe in which there 
were moral agents at all) as is the spatial or numerical structure expressed in the axioms 
of geometry or arithmetic. In our confidence that these propositions are true there is in- 
volved the same trust in our reason that is involved in our confidence in mathematics; and 
we should have no justification for trusting it in the latter sphere and distrusting it in the 
former. In both cases we are dealing with propositions that cannot be proved, but that just 
as certainly need no proof. 

Some of these general principles of prima facie duty may appear to be open to criticism. 
It may be thought, for example, that the principle of returning good for good is a falling 
off from the Christian principle, generally and rightly recognized as expressing the high- 
est morality, of returning good for evil. To this it may be replied that I do not suggest that 
there is a principle commanding us to return good for good and forbidding us to return 
good for evil, and that I do suggest that there is a positive duty to seek the good of all 
men. What I maintain is that an act in which good is returned for good is recognized as 
specially binding on us just because it is of that character, and that ceteris paribus any one 
would think it his duty to help his benefactors rather than his enemies, if he could not do 
both; just as it is generally recognized that ceteris paribus we should pay our debts rather 
than give our money in charity, when we cannot do both. A benefactor is not only a man, 
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calling for our effort on his behalf on that ground, but also our benefactor, calling for our 
special effort on that ground. 

Our judgements about our actual duty in concrete situations have none of the certainty 
that attaches to our recognition of the general principles of duty. A statement is certain, 
i.e. is an expression of knowledge, only in one or other of two cases: when it is either self- 
evident, or a valid conclusion from self-evident premisses. And our judgements about our 
particular duties have neither of these characters. (1) They are not self-evident. Where a 
possible act is seen to have two characteristics, in virtue of one of which it is prima facie 
right, and in virtue of the other prima facie wrong, we are (I think) well aware that we are 
not certain whether we ought or ought not to do it; that whether we do it or not, we are 
taking a moral risk. We come in the long run, after consideration, to think one duty more 
pressing than the other, but we do not feel certain that it is so. And though we do not al- 
ways recognize that a possible act has two such characteristics, and though there may be 
cases in which it has not, we are never certain that any particular possible act has not, and 
therefore never certain that it is right, nor certain that it is wrong. For, to go no further 
in the analysis, it is enough to point out that any particular act will in all probability in 
the course of time contribute to the bringing about of good or of evil for many human be- 
ings, and thus have a prima facie rightness or wrongness of which we know nothing. 
(2) Again, our judgements about our particular duties are not logical conclusions from self- 
evident premisses. The only possible premisses would be the general principles stating 
their prima facie rightness or wrongness qua having the different characteristics they do 
have; and even if we could (as we cannot) apprehend the extent to which an act will tend 
on the one hand, for example, to bring about advantages for our benefactors, and on the 
other hand to bring about disadvantages for fellow men who are not our benefactors, there 
is no principle by which we can draw the conclusion that it is on the whole right or on 
the whole wrong. In this respect the judgement as to the rightness of a particular act is 
just like the judgement as to the beauty of a particular natural object or work of art. A 
poem is, for instance, in respect of certain qualities beautiful and in respect of certain oth- 
ers not beautiful; and our judgement as to the degree of beauty it possesses on the whole 
is never reached by logical reasoning from the apprehension of its particular beauties or 
particular defects. Both in this and in the moral case we have more or less probable opin- 
ions which are not logically justified conclusions from the general principles that are rec- 
ognized as self-evident. 

There is therefore much truth in the description of the right act as a fortunate act. If 
we cannot be certain that it is right, it is our good fortune if the act we do is the right act. 
This consideration does not, however, make the doing of our duty a mere matter of chance. 
There is a parallel here between the doing of duty and the doing of what will be to our 
personal advantage. We never know what act will in the long run be to our advantage. Yet 
it is certain that we are more likely in general to secure our advantage if we estimate to 
the best of our ability the probable tendencies of our actions in this respect, than if we act 
on caprice. And similarly we are more likely to do our duty if we reflect to the best of our 
ability on the prima facie rightness or wrongness of various possible acts in virtue of the 
characteristics we perceive them to have, than if we act without reflection. With this 
greater likelihood we must be content. 

Many people would be inclined to say that the right act for me is not that whose gen- 
eral nature I have been describing, viz. that which if I were omniscient I should see to be 
my duty, but that which on all the evidence available to me I should think to be my duty. 
But suppose that from the state of partial knowledge in which I think act A to be my duty, 
I could pass to a state of perfect knowledge in which I saw act B to be my duty, should I 
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not say ‘act B was the right act for me to do’? I should no doubt add ‘though I am not to 
be blamed for doing act A’. But in adding this, am I not passing from the question ‘what 
is right’ to the question ‘what is morally good’? At the same time I am not making the 
full passage from the one notion to the other; for in order that the act should be morally 
good, or an act I am not to be blamed for doing, it must not merely be the act which it is 
reasonable for me to think my duty; it must also be done for that reason, or from some 
other morally good motive. Thus the conception of the right act as the act which it is rea- 
sonable for me to think my duty is an unsatisfactory compromise between the true notion 
of the right act and the notion of the morally good action. 

The general principles of duty are obviously not self-evident from the beginning of our 
lives. How do they come to be so? The answer is, that they come to be self-evident to us 
just as mathematical axioms do. We find by experience that this couple of matches and 
that couple make four matches, that this couple of balls on a wire and that couple make 
four balls; and by reflection on these and similar discoveries we come to see that it is of 
the nature of two and two to make four. In a precisely similar way, we see the prima facie 
rightness of an act which would be the fulfilment of a particular promise, and of another 
which would be the fulfilment of another promise, and when we have reached sufficient 
maturity to think in general terms, we apprehend prima facie rightness to belong to the 
nature of any fulfilment of promise. What comes first in time is the apprehension of the 
self-evident prima facie rightness of an individual act of a particular type. From this we 
come by reflection to apprehend the self-evident general principle of prima facie duty. From 
this, too, perhaps along with the apprehension of the self-evident prima facie rightness of 
the same act in virtue of its having another characteristic as well, and perhaps in spite of 
the apprehension of its prima facie wrongness in virtue of its having some third character- 
istic, we come to believe something not self-evident at all, but an object of probable opin- 
ion, viz. that this particular act is (not prima facie but) actually right. 

In this respect there is an important difference between rightness and mathematical 
properties. A triangle which is isosceles necessarily has two of its angles equal, whatever 
other characteristics the triangle may have—whatever, for instance, be its area, or the size 
of its third angle. The equality of the two angles is a parti-resultant attribute. And the 
same is true of all mathematical attributes. It is true, I may add, of prima facie rightness. 
But no act is ever, in virtue of falling under some general description, necessarily actually 
right; its rightness depends on its whole nature’ and not on any element in it. The reason 
is that no mathematical object (no figure, for instance, or angle) ever has two characteris- 
tics that tend to give it opposite resultant characteristics, while moral acts often (as every 
one knows) and indeed always (as on reflection we must admit) have different characteris- 
tics that tend to make them at the same time prima facie right and prima facie wrong; there 
is probably no act, for instance, which does good to any one without doing harm to some 
one else, and vice versa. 


Notes 


1. I take the theory which, as I have tried to show, seems to be put forward in Ethics rather than 
the earlier and less plausible theory put forward in Principia Ethica. 

2. These are not strictly speaking duties, but things that tend to be our duty, or prima facie duties. 

3. Some will think it, apart from other considerations, a sufficient refutation of this view to point 
out that I also stand in that relation to myself, so that for this view the distinction of oneself 
from others is morally insignificant. 


CE a ee eee 


496 C. L. STEVENSON 


4. I should make it plain at this stage that I am assuming the correctness of some of our main con- 
victions as to prima facie duties, or, more strictly, am claiming that we know them to be true. To 
me it seems as self-evident as anything could be, that to make a promise, for instance, is to cre- 
ate a moral claim on us in someone else. Many readers will perhaps say that they do mot know 
this to be true. If so, I certainly cannot prove it to them; I can only ask them to reflect again, in 
the hope that they will ultimately agree that they also know it to be true. The main moral con- 
victions of the plain man seem to me to be, not opinions which it is for philosophy to prove or 
disprove, but knowledge from the start; and in my own case I seem to find little difficulty in 
distinguishing these essential convictions from other moral convictions which I also have, which 
are merely fallible opinions based on an imperfect study of the working for good or evil of cer- 
tain institutions or types of action. 

5. To avoid complicating unduly the statement of the general view I am putting forward, I have 
here rather overstated it. Any act is the origination of a great variety of things many of which 
make no difference to its rightness or wrongness. But there are always many elements in its na- 
ture (i.e. in what it is the origination of) that make a difference to its rightness or wrongness, 
and no element in its nature can be dismissed without consideration as indifferent. 
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Charles Leslie Stevenson (1908-1979) was Professor of Philosophy at the University of Michi- 
gan. He defended the view that moral judgments are not descriptive but express approval or 
disapproval and seek to influence the feelings of others. 


The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms 


Ethical questions first arise in the form “Is so and so good?”, or “Is this alternative better 
than that?” These questions are difficult partly because we don’t quite know what we are 
seeking. We are asking, “Is there a needle in that haystack?” without even knowing just 
what a needle is. So the first thing to do is to examine the questions themselves. We must 
try to make them clearer, either by defining the terms in which they are expressed, or by 
any other method that is available. 


From Mind, vol. 46 (1937). Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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The present paper is concerned wholly with this preliminary step of making ethical 
questions clear. In order to help answer the question “Is X good?” we must substitute for it 
a question which is free from ambiguity and confusion. 

It is obvious that in substituting a clearer question we must not introduce some utterly 
different kind of question. It won't do (to take an extreme instance of a prevalent fallacy) 
to substitute for “Is X good?” the question “Is X pink with yellow trimmings?” and then 
point out how easy the question really is. This would beg the original question, not help 
answer it. On the other hand, we must not expect the substituted question to be strictly 
“identical” with the original one. The original question may embody hypostatization, an- 
thropomorphism, vagueness, and all the other ills to which our ordinary discourse is sub- 
ject. If our substituted question is to be clearer, it must remove these ills. The questions 
will be identical only in the sense that a child is identical with the man he later becomes. 
Hence we must not demand that the substitution strike us, on immediate introspection, 
as making no change in meaning. 

Just how, then, must the substituted question be related to the original? Let us assume 
(inaccurately) that it must result from replacing “good” by some set of terms which define 
it. The question then resolves itself to this: How must the defined meaning of “good” be 
related to its original meaning? 

I answer that it must be relevant. A defined meaning will be called “relevant” to the 
original meaning under these circumstances: Those who have understood the definition 
must be able to say all that they then want to say by using the term in the defined way. 
They must never have occasion to use the term in the old, unclear sense. (If a person did 
have to go on using the word in the old sense, then to this extent his meaning would not 
be clarified, and the philosophical task would not be completed.) It frequently happens 
that a word is used so confusedly and ambiguously that we must give it several defined 
meanings, rather than one. In this case only the whole set of defined meanings will be 
called “relevant,” and any one of them will be called “partially relevant”. This is not a rig- 
orous treatment of relevance, by any means; but it will serve for the present purposes. 

Let us now turn to our particular task—that of giving a relevant definition of “good”. 
Let us first examine some of the ways in which others have attempted to do this. 

The word “good” has often been defined in terms of approval, or similar psychological 
attitudes. We may take as typical examples: “good” means desired by me (Hobbes); and 
“good” means approved by most people (Hume, in effect). It will be convenient to refer to defi- 
nitions of this sort as “interest theories”, following Mr. R. B. Perry, although neither “in- 
terest” nor “theory” is used in the most usual way. 

Are definitions of this sort relevant? 

It is ae to ay their partial relevance. The most superficial inquiry will reveal that 

rood” is excee us. To maintain that “good” is never used in Hobbes’s sense, 
nll never in Hume’s, is pels to manifest an insensitivity to the complexities of language. 
We must recognize, perhaps, not only these senses, but a variety of similar ones, differing 
both with Ss to the kind of interest in question, and with regard to the people who 
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But et is a minor matter. The essential question is not whether interest theories are 
partially relevant, but whether they are wholly relevant. This is the only point for intelli- 
gent dispute. Briefly: Granted that some senses of “good” may relevantly be defined in 
terms of interest, is there some other sense which is not relevantly so defined? We must give 
this question careful attention. For it is quite possible that when philosophers (and many 
others) have found the question “Is X good?” so difficult, they have been grasping for this 
other sense of “good”, and not any sense relevantly defined in terms of interest. If we insist 


ee rs. 


498 C. L. STEVENSON 


on defining “good” in terms of interest, and answer the question when thus interpreted, 
we may be begging their question entirely. Of course this other sense of “good” may not 
exist, or it may be a complete confusion; but that is what we must discover. 

Now many have maintained that interest theories are far from being completely rele- 
vant. They have argued that such theories neglect the very sense of “good” which is most 
vital. And certainly, their arguments are not without plausibility. 

Only . . . what és this “vital” sense of “good”? The answers have been so vague, and 
so beset with difficulties, that one can scarcely determine. 

There are certain requirements, however, with which this “vital” sense has been ex- 
pected to comply—requirements which appeal strongly to our common sense. It will be 
helpful to summarize these, showing how they exclude the interest a 

In the first place, we must be able sensibly to disagree about whether something is 
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“good”. This condition rules out Hobbes’s definition. For consider the elioming argu- 
ment: “This is good.” “That isn’t so; it’s not good.” As translated by Hobbes, this becomes: 
“I desire this.” “That isn’t so, for I don’t.” The speakers are not contradicting one another, 
and think they are, only because of an elementary confusion in the use of pronouns. The 
definition, “good” means desired by my community, is also excluded, for how could people 
from different communities disagree?" 

In the second place, “goodness” must have, so to paas a magnetism. A person who 
recognizes X to be “good” must ipso facto acquire a stronger tendency to act in its favour 
than he otherwise would have had. This rules out the Humian type of definition. For ac- 
cording to Hume, to recognize that something is “good” is simply to recognize that the 
majority approve of it. Clearly, a man may see that the majority approve of X without hav- 
ing, himself, a stronger tendency to favour it. This requirement excludes any attempt to 
define “good” in terms of the interest of people other than the speaker.’ 

In the third place, the “goodness” of anything must not be verifiable solely by use 

the scientific method. “Ethics must not be psychology.” This restriction rules out all of the 
traditional interest theories, without exception. It is so sweeping a restriction that we must 
examine its plausibility. What are the methodological plima of interest theories 
which are here rejected? 

According to Hobbes’s definition, a person can prove his ethical judgments, with fi- 
nality, by showing that he is not making an introspective error about his desires. Accord- 
ing to Hume's definition, one may prove ethical judgments (roughly speaking) by taking 
a vote. This use of the empirical method, at any rate, seems highly remote from what we 
usually accept as proof, and reflects on the complete relevance of the definitions which 
imply it. 
`- But arent there more complicated interest theories which are immune from such 

methodological implications? No, for the same factors appear; they are only put off for a 
while. Consider, for example, the definition: “X is good” means most people would approve of 
X if they knew its nature and consequences. How, according to this definition, could we prove 
that a certain X was good? We should first have to find out, empirically, just what X was 
like, and what its consequences would be. To this extent the empirical method, as required 
by the definition, seems beyond intelligent objection. But what remains? We should next 
have to discover whether most people would approve of the sort of thing we had discov- 
ered X to be. This couldn’t be determined by popular vote—but only because it would be 
too difficult to explain to the voters, beforehand, what the nature and consequences of X 
really were. Apart from this, voting would be a pertinent method. We are again reduced 
to counting noses, as a perfectly final appeal. 

Now we need not scorn voting entirely. A man who rejected interest theories as irrele- 
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vant might readily make the following statement: “If I believed that X would be approved 
by the majority, when they knew all about it, I should be strongly /ed to say that X was 
good.” But he would continue: “Need I say that X was good, under the circumstances? 
Wouldn’t my acceptance of the alleged ‘final proof’ result simply from my being democ- 
ratic? What about the more aristocratic people? They would simply say that the approval 
of most people, even when they knew all about the object of their approval, simply had 
nothing to do with the goodness of anything, and they would probably add a few remarks 
about the low state of people’s interests.” It would indeed seem, from these considerations, 
that the definition we have been considering has presupposed democratic ideals from the 
start; it has dressed up democratic propaganda in the guise of a definition. 

The omnipotence of the empirical method, as implied by interest theories and others, 
may be shown unacceptable in a somewhat different way. Mr. G. E. Moore’s familiar ob- 
jection about the open question is chiefly pertinent in this regard. No matter what set of 
scientifically knowable properties a thing may have (says Moore, in effect), you will find, 
on careful introspection, that it is an open question to ask whether anything having these 
properties is good. It is difficult to believe that this recurrent question is a totally confused 
one, or that it seems open only because of the ambiguity of “good”. Rather, we must be 
using some sense of “good” which is not definable, relevantly, in terms of anything scien- 
tifically knowable. That is, the scientific method is not sufficient for ethics.’ 

These, then, are the requirements with which the “vital” sense of “good” is expected to 
comply: (1) goodness must be a topic for intelligent disagreement; (2) it must be “mag- — 
netic”; and (3) it must not be discoverable solely through the scientific method. 


II 


Let us now turn to my own analysis of ethical judgments. First let me present my posi- 
tion dogmatically, showing to what extent I vary from tradition. 

I believe that the three requirements, given above, are perfectly sensible; that there is 
some one sense of “good” which satisfies all three requirements; and that no traditional in- 
terest theory satisfies them all. But this does not imply that “good” must be explained in 
terms of a Platonic Idea, or of a Categorical Imperative, or of an unique, unanalyzable 
UBER On the contrary, the three requirements can be met by a kind of interest theory. — 

ve must give up a presupposition which all the traditional interest theories have made. 

Traditional interest theories hold that ethical statements are descriptive of the existing 
state of interests—that they simply give information about interests. (More accurately, ethi- 
cal judgments are said to describe what the state of interests is, was, or will be, or to 
indicate what the state of interests would be under specified circumstances.) It is this 
emphasis on description, on information, which leads to their incomplete relevance. 
Doubtless there is always some element of description in ethical judgments, but this is by 
no means all. Their major use is not to indicate facts, but to create an influence. Instead of 
merely describing people’s interests, they change or intensify them. They recommend an in- 
terest in an object, rather than state that the interest already exists. 

For instance: When you tell a man that he oughtn’t to steal, your object isn’t merely 
to let him know that people disapprove of stealing. You are attempting, rather, to get him 
to disapprove of it. Your ethical judgment has a quasi-imperative force which, operating 
through suggestion, and intensified by your tone of voice, readily permits you to begin to 
influence, to modify, his interests. If in the end you do not succeed in getting bim to disap- 
prove of stealing, you will feel that you've failed to convince him that stealing is wrong. 
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You will continue to feel this, even though he fully acknowledges that you disapprove of 
it, and that almost everyone else does. When you point out to him the consequences of his 
actions—consequences which you suspect he already disapproves of—these reasons which 
support your ethical judgment are simply a means of facilitating your influence. If you 
think you can change his interests by making vivid to him how others will disapprove of 
him, you will do so; otherwise not. So the consideration about other people’s interest is 
just an additional means you may employ, in order to move him, and is not a part of the 
ethical judgment itself. Your ethical judgment doesn’t merely describe interests to hi 

it directs his very interests. The difference between the traditional interest theories and 
my view is like the difference between describing a desert and irrigating it. 

Another example: A munition maker declares that war is a good thing. If he merely 
meant that he approved of it, he would not have to insist so strongly, nor grow so excited 
in his argument. People would be quite easily convinced that he approved of it. If he 
merely meant that most people approved of war, or that most people would approve of it 
if they knew the consequences, he would have to yield his point if it were proved that this 
wasn't so. But he wouldn't do this, nor does consistency require it. He is not describing the 
state of people’s approval; he is trying to change it by his influence. If he found that few 
people approved of war, he might insist all the more strongly that it was good, for there 
would be more changing to be done. 

This example illustrates how “good” may be used for what most of us would call bad 
purposes. Such cases are as pertinent as any others. I am not indicating the good way of 
using “good”. I am not influencing people, but am describing the way this influence 
sometimes goes on. If the reader wishes to say that the munition maker’s influence is 
bad—that is, if the reader wishes to awaken people’s disapproval of the man, and to make 
him disapprove of his own actions—I should at another time be willing to join in this 
undertaking. But this is not the Prea concern. I am not using ethical terms, ee am 
indicating how they are used. The munition maker, in his use of “good”, illustrates the 
persuasive character of the word ee as = as does the unselfish man who, eager toe- 
courage in each of us a desire for the happiness of all, contends that the supreme good 

aS peace. 

Thus ethical terms are instruments used in the complicated interplay and p 
of human interests. This can be seen plainly from more general observations. 
widely separated communities have ———— oaae. Why? To a great extent 
because they have been subject to different social influences. Now clearly this influence 
doesn’t operate through sticks and stones alone; att ETS a great part. People praise one 
another, to encourage certain inclinations, and blame one another, to discourage others. 
Those of forceful personalities issue commands which weaker people, for complicated in- 
stinctive reasons, find it difficult to disobey, quite apart from fears of consequences. Fur- 
ther influence is brought to bear by writers and orators. Thus social influence is exerted, 
to an enormous extent, by means that have nothing to do with physical force or material 
reward. The ethical terms facilitate such influence. Being suited for use in suggestion, they 
are a means by which men’s attitudes may be led this way or that. The reason, then, that 
we find a greater similarity in the moral attitudes of one community than in those of dif- 
ferent communities is largely this: ethical judgments propagate themselves. One man says 
“This is good”; this may influence the approval of another person, who then makes the 
same ethical judgment, which in turn influences another person, and so on. In the end, by 
a process of mutual influence, people take up more or less the same attitudes. Between peo- 
ple of widely separated communities, of course, the influence is less strong; hence differ- 
ent communities have different attitudes. 
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These remarks will serve to give a general idea of my point of view. We must now go 
into more detail. There are several questions which must be answered: How does an ethi- 
cal sentence acquire its power of influencing people—why is it suited to suggestion? 
Again, what has this influence to do with the meaning of ethical terms? And finally, do 
these considerations really lead us to a sense of “good” which meets the requirements men- 
tioned in the preceding section? 

Let us deal first with the question about meaning. This is far from an easy question, so 
we must enter into a preliminary inquiry about meaning in general. Although a seeming 
digression, this will prove indispensable. 


Il 


Broadly speaking, there are two different purposes which lead us to use language. On the 
one hand we use words (as in science) to record, clarify, and communicate be/iefs. On the 
other hand we use words to give vent to our feelings (interjections), or to create moods 
(poetry), or to incite people to actions or attitudes (oratory). 

The first use of words I shall call “descriptive”; the second, “dynamic”. Note that the 
distinction depends solely upon the purpose of the speaker. 

When a person says “Hydrogen is the lightest known gas”, his purpose may be simply 
to lead the hearer to believe this, or to believe that the speaker believes it. In that case the 
words are used descriptively. When a person cuts himself and says “Damn”, his purpose is 
not ordinarily to record, clarify, or communicate any belief. The word is used dynamically. 
The two ways of using words, however, are by no means mutually exclusive. This is obvi- 
ous from the fact that our purposes are often complex. Thus when one says “I want you to 
close the door”, part of his purpose, ordinarily, is to lead the hearer to believe that he has 
this want. To that extent the words are used descriptively. But the major part of one’s pur- 
pose is to lead the hearer to satisfy the want. To that extent the words are eae 

It very frequently happens that the same sentence may have a dynamic use on one oc- 
casion, and may not have a dynamic use on another; and that ic may have different dy- 
namic uses on different occasions. For instance: A man says to a visiting neighbour, “I am 
loaded down with work”. His purpose may be to let the neighbour know now life is going 
with him. This would ot be a dynamic use of words. He may make the remark, however, 
in order to drop a hint. This would be dynamic usage (as well as descriptive). Again, he 
may make the remark to arouse the neighbour's sympathy. This would be a different dy- 
namic usage from that of hinting. 

Or again, when we say to a man, “Of course you won’t make those mistakes any more”, 
we may simply be making a prediction. But we are more likely to be using “suggestion”, 
in order to encourage him and hence keep him from making mistakes. The first use would 
be descriptive; the second, mainly dynamic. 

From these examples it will be clear that we can’t determine whether words are used 
dynamically or not, merely by reading the dictionary—even assuming that everyone is 
faithful to dictionary meanings. Indeed, to know whether a person is using a word dy- 

_namically, we must note his tone of voice, his gestures, the general circumstances under 


Sees and so on. 
e must now proceed to an important question: What has the dynamic use of words 


to do with their meaning? One thing is clear—we must not define “meaning” in a way that 
would make meaning vary with dynamic usage. If we did, we should have no use for the 
term. All chat we could say about such “meaning” would be that it is very complicated, 
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and subject to constant change. So we must certainly distinguish between the dynamic use 
of words and their meaning. 

It doesn’t follow, however, that we must define “meaning” in some psychological fash- 
ion. We must simply restrict the psychological field. Instead of identifying meaning with 
all the psychological causes and effects that attend a word’s utterance, we must identify it 
with those that it has a tendency (causal property, dispositional property) to be connected 
with. The tendency must be of a particular kind, moreover. It must exist for all who speak 
the language; it must be persistent; and must be realizable more or less independently of 
determinate circumstances attending the word’s utterance. There will be further restric- 
tions dealing with the interrelation of words in different contexts. Moreover, we must in- 
clude, under the psychological responses which the words tend to produce, not only im- 
mediately introspectable experiences, but dispositions to react in a given way with 
appropriate stimuli. I hope to go into these matters in a subsequent paper. Suffice it now 
to say that I think “meaning” may be thus defined in a way to include “propositional” 
meaning as an important kind. Now a word may zend to have causal relations which in fact 
it sometimes doesn’t; and it may sometimes have causal relations which it doesn’t tend to 
have. And since the tendency of words which constitutes their meaning must be of a par- 
ticular kind, and may include, as responses, dispositions to reactions, of which any of sev- 
eral immediate experiences may be a sign, then there is nothing surprising in the fact that 

-words have a permanent meaning, in spite of the fact that the immediately introspectable 
= experiences which attend their usage are so highly varied. 

When “meaning” is defined in this way, meaning will not include dynamic use. For al- 
though words are sometimes accompanied by dynamic purposes, they do not tend to be ac- 
companied by them in the way above mentioned. E.g., there is no tendency realizable in- 
dependently of the determinate circumstances under which the words are uttered. 

There will be a kind of meaning, however, in the sense above defined, which has an in- 
timate relation to dynamic usage. I refer to “emotive” meaning (in a sense roughly like 
that employed by Ogden and Richards).* The emotive meaning of a word is a tendency of 
a word, arising through the history of its usage, to produce (result from) affective responses 
in people. It is the immediate aura of feeling which hovers about a word. Such tendencies 
to produce affective responses cling to words very tenaciously. It would be difficult, for in- 
stance, to express merriment by using the interjection “alas”. Because of the persistence of 
such affective tendencies (among other reasons) it becomes feasible to classify them as 
“meanings”. 

Just what is the relation between emotive meaning and the dynamic use of words? Let 
us take an example. Suppose that a man is talking with a group of people which includes 
Miss Jones, aged 59. He refers to her, without thinking, as an “old maid”. Now even if 
his purposes are perfectly innocent—even if he is using the words purely descriptively— 
Miss Jones won't think so. She will think he is encouraging the others to have contempt 
for her, and will draw in her skirts, defensively. The man might have done better if in- 
stead of saying “old maid” he had said “elderly spinster”. The latter words could have 
been put to the same descriptive use, and would not so readily have caused suspicions 
about the dynamic use. 

“Old maid” and “elderly spinster” differ, to be sure, only in emotive meaning. From 
the example it will be clear that certain words, because of their emotive meaning, are 
suited to a certain kind of dynamic use—so well suited, in fact, that the hearer is likely 
to be misled when we use them in any other way. The more pronounced a word’s emotive 
meaning is, the less likely people are to use it purely descriptively. Some words are suited 
to encourage people, some to discourage them, some to quiet them, and so on. 
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Even in these cases, of course, the dynamic purposes are not to be identified with any 
sort of meaning; for the emotive meaning accompanies a word much more persistently 
than do the dynamic purposes. But there is an important contingent relation between 
emotive meaning and dynamic purpose: the former assists the latter. Hence if we define 
emotively laden terms in a way that neglects their emotive meaning, we are likely to 
be confusing. We lead people to think that the terms defined are used dynamically less often than 
they are. 


IV 


Let us now apply these remarks in defining “good”. This word may be used morally or 
non-morally. I shall deal with the non-moral usage almost entirely, but only because it is 
simpler. The main points of the analysis will apply equally well to either usage. 

As a preliminary definition, let us take an inaccurate approxifnation. It may be more 
misleading than helpful, but will do to begin with. Roughly, then, the sentence “X is 
good” means We like X. (“We” includes the hearer or hearers.) 

At first glance this definition sounds absurd. If used, we should expect to find the fol- 
lowing sort of conversation: A. “This is good.” B. “But I don’t like it. What led you to be- 
lieve that I did?” The unnaturalness of B’s reply, judged by ordinary word-usage, would 
seem to cast doubt on the relevance of my definition. 

B’s unnaturalness, however, lies simply in this: he is assuming that “We like it” (as 
would occur implicitly in the use of “good”) is being used descriptively. This won't do. 
When “We like it” is to take the place of “This is good”, the former sentence must be used 
not purely descriptively, but dynamically. More specifically, ic must be used to promote a 
very subtle (and for the non-moral sense in question, a very easily resisted) kind of sugges- 
tion. To the extent that “we” refers to the hearer, it must have the dynamic use, essential 
to suggestion, of leading the hearer to make true what is said, rather than merely to 
believe it. And to the extent that “we” refers to the speaker, the sentence must have not 
only the descriptive use of indicating belief about the speaker’s interest, but the quasi- 
interjectory, dynamic function of giving direct expression to the interest. (This immedi- 
ate expression of feelings assists in the process of suggestion. It is difficult to disapprove 
in the face of another’s enthusiasm.) 

For an example of a case where “We like this” is used in the dynamic way that “This is 
good” is used, consider the case of a mother who says to her several children, “One thing 
is certain, we all like to be neat”. If she really believed this, she wouldn’t bother to say so. 
But she is not using the words descriptively. She is encouraging the children to like neat- 
ness. By telling them that they like neatness, she will lead them to make her statement 
true, so to speak. If, instead of saying “We all like to be neat” in this way, she had said 
“It’s a good thing to be neat”, the effect would have been approximately the same. 

But these remarks are still misleading. Even when “We like it” is used for suggestion, 
ic isn’t quite like “This is good”. The latter is more subtle. With such a sentence as “This 
is a good book”, for example, it would be practically impossible to use instead “We like 
this book”. When the latter is used, it must be accompanied by so exaggerated an into- 
nation, to prevent its becoming confused with a descriptive statement, that the force of 
suggestion becomes stronger, and ludicrously more overt, than when “good” is used. 

The definition is inadequate, further, in that the definiens has been restricted to dy- 
namic usage. Having said that dynamic usage was different from meaning, I should not 
have to mention it in giving the meaning of “good”. 


504 C. L. STEVENSON 


It is in connection with this last point that we must return to emotive meaning. The 
word “good” has a pleasing emotive meaning which fits it especially for the dynamic use 
of suggesting favourable interest. But the sentence “We like it” has no such emotive mean- 
ing. Hence my definition has neglected emotive meaning entirely. Now to neglect emo- 
tive meanng is likely to lead to endless confusions, as we shall presently see; so I have 
sought to make up for the inadequacy of the definition by letting the restriction about dy- 
namic usage take the place of emotive meaning. What I should do, of course, is to find a 
definiens whose emotive meaning, like that of “good”, simply does /ead to dynamic usage. 

Why didn’t I do this? I answer that it isn’t possible, if the definition is to afford us in- 
creased clarity. No two words, in the first place, have quite the same emotive meaning. 
The most we can hope for is a rough approximation. But if we seek for such an approxi- 
mation for “good”, we shall find nothing more than synonyms, such as “desirable” or 
“valuable”; and these are profitless because they do not clear up the connection between 
“good” and favourable interest. If we reject such synonyms, in favour of non-ethical terms, 
we shall be highly misleading. For instance: “This is good” has something like the mean- 
ing of “I do like this; do so as well”. But this is certainly not accurate. For the imperative 
makes an appeal to the conscious efforts of the hearer. Of course he can’t like something 
just by trying. He must be led to like it through suggestion. Hence an ethical sentence 
differs from an imperative in that it enables one to make changes in a much more subtle, 
less fully conscious way. Note that the ethical sentence centres the hearer’s attention not 
on his interests, but on the object of interest, and thereby facilitates suggestion. Because 
of its subtlety, moreover, an ethical sentence readily permits counter-suggestion, and leads 
to the give and take situation which is so characteristic of arguments about values. 

Strictly speaking, then, it is impossible to define “good” in terms of favourable inter- 
est if emotive meaning is not to be distorted. Yet it is possible to say that “This is good” 
is about the favourable interest of the speaker and the hearer or hearers, and that it has a 
pleasing emotive meaning which fits the words for use in suggestion. This is a rough de- 
scription of meaning, not a definition. But it serves the same clarifying function that a 
definition ordinarily does; and that, after all, is enough. 

A word must be added about the moral use of “good”. This differs from the above in 
that it is about a different kind of interest. Instead of being about what the hearer and 
speaker /ike, it is about a stronger sort of approval. When a person /7kes something, he is 
pleased when it prospers, and disappointed when it doesn’t. When a person morally ap- 
proves of something, he experiences a rich feeling of security when it prospers, and is in- 
dignant, or “shocked” when it doesn’t. These are rough and inaccurate examples of the 
many factors which one would have to mention in distinguishing the two kinds of inter- 
est. In the moral usage, as well as in the non-moral, “good” has an emotive meaning which 
adapts it to suggestion. 

And now, are these considerations of any importance? Why do I stress emotive mean- 
ings in this fashion? Does the omission of them really lead people into errors? I think, in- 
deed, that the errors resulting from such omissions are enormous. In order to see this, how- 
ever, we must return to the restrictions, mentioned in section I, with which the “vital” 
sense of “good” has been expected to comply. 


y 


se rie TR 5 c 6 : 
The first restriction, it will be remembered, had to do with di ent. Now there is 
clearly some sense in which people disagree on ethical points; but we must not rashly as- 
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sume that all disagreement is modelled after the sort that occurs in the natural sciences. 
We must distinguish between “disagreement in belief” (typical of the sciences) and “dis- 
agreement in interest”. Disagreement in belief occurs when A believes p and B disbelieves 
its . Disagreement in interest occurs when A has a favourable interest in X, when B has 
an unfavourable one in it, and when neither is content to let the other’s interest remain 


unchanged. 

Let me give an example of disagreement in interest. A. “Let's go to a cinema to-night.” 

“I don’t want to do that. Let’s go to the symphony.” A continues to insist on the cin- 
ema, B on the symphony. This is disagreement in a perfectly conventional sense. They can’t 
agree on where they want to go, and each is trying to redirect the other’s interest. (Note 
that imperatives are used in the example.) 

It is disagreement in zmterest which takes places in ethics. When C says “This is good”, 
and D says “No, it’s bad”, we have a case of suggestion and counter-suggestion. Each man 
is trying to redirect the other’s interest. There obviously need be no domineering, since 
each may be willing to give ear to the other’s influence; but each is trying to move the 
other none the less. It is in this sense that they disagree. Those who argue that certain in- 
terest theories make no provision for disagreement have been misled, I believe, simply be- 
cause the traditional theories, in leaving out emotive meaning, give the impression that 
ethical judgments are used descriptively only; and of course when judgments are used 
purely descriptively, the only disagreement that can arise is disagreement zn belief. Such 
disagreement may be disagreement in belief about interests; but this is not the same as dis- 
agreement ¿n interest. My definition doesn’t provide for disagreement in belief about in- 
terests, any more than does Hobbes’s; but that is no matter, for there is no reason to be- 
lieve, at least on common-sense grounds, that this kind of disagreement exists. There is 
only disagreement im interest. (We shall see in a moment that disagreement in interest 
does not remove ethics from sober argument—that this kind of disagreement may often 
be resolved through empirical means.) 

second restriction, about ` ‘magnetism”, or the connection between goodness and 
act quires only a word. This rules out only those interest theories which do zor in- 
aike the interest of the speaker, in n defining ` ‘good”. My account does include the speaker’s 
interest; hence i is immune. 
hird restriction, about the empirical method, may be met in a way that springs 
ally from the above account of disagreement. Let us put the question in this way: 
When two people disagree over an ethical matter, can they completely resolve the dis- 
agreement through empirical considerations, assuming that each applies the empirical 
method exhaustively, consistently, and without error? 

I answer that sometimes they can, and sometimes they cannot; and that at any rate, 
even when they can, the relation between empirical knowledge and ethical judgments is 
quite different from the one which traditional interest theories seem to imply. 

This can best be seen from an analogy. Let’s return to the example where A and B 
couldn’t agree on a cinema or a symphony. The example differed from an ethical argument 
in that imperatives were used, rather than ethical judgments; but was analogous to the ex- 
tent that each person was endeavouring to modify the other's interest. Now how would 
these people argue the case, assuming that they were too intelligent just to shout at one 
another? 

Clearly, they would give “reasons” to support their imperatives. A might say, “But you 
know, Garbo is at the Bijou”. His hope is that B, who admires Garbo, will acquire a 
desire to go to the cinema when he knows what play will be there. B may counter, 
“But Toscanini is guest conductor to-night, in an all-Beethoven programme”. And so on. 
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Each supports his imperative (“Let’s do so and so”) by reasons which may be empirically 
established. 

To generalize from this: disagreement in interest may be rooted in disagreement in be- 
lief. That is to say, people who disagree in interest would often cease to do so if they knew 
the precise nature and consequences of the object of their interest. To this extent dis- 
agreement in interest may be resolved by securing agreement in belief, which in turn may 
be secured empirically. 

This generalization holds for ethics. If A and B, instead of using imperatives, had said, 
respectively, “It would be better to go to the cinema”, and “It would be better to go to the 
symphony”, the reasons which they would advance would be roughly the same. They 
would each give a more thorough account of the object of interest, with the purpose of 
completing the redirection of interest which was begun by the suggestive force of the ethi- 
cal sentence. On the whole, of course, the suggestive force of the ethical statement merely 
exerts enough pressure to start such trains of reasons, since the reasons are much more es- 
sential in resolving disagreement in interest than the persuasive effect of the ethical judg- 
ment itself. 

Thus the empirical method is relevant to ethics simply because our knowledge of the 
world is a determining factor to our interests. But note that empirical facts are not in- 
ductive grounds from which the ethical judgment problematically follows. (This is what 
traditional interest theories imply.) If someone said “Close the door”, and added the rea- 
son “We'll catch cold”, the latter would scarcely be called an inductive ground of the for- 
mer. Now imperatives are related to the reasons which support them in the same way that 
ethical judgments are related to reasons. 

Is the empirical method swfficient for attaining ethical agreement? Clearly not. For em- 
pirical knowledge resolves disagreement in interest only to the extent that such disagree- 
ment is rooted in disagreement in belief. Not all disagreement in interest is of this sort. 
For instance: A is of a sympathetic nature, and B isn’t. They are arguing about whether a 
public dole would be good. Suppose that they discovered all the consequences of the dole. 
Isn’t it possible, even so, that A will say that it’s good, and B that it’s bad? The disagree- 
ment in interest may arise not from limited factual knowledge, but simply from A's sym- 
pathy and B’s coldness. Or again, suppose, in the above argument, that A was poor and 
unemployed, and that B was rich. Here again the disagreement might not be due to dif- 
ferent factual knowledge. It would be due to the different social positions of the men, to- 
gether with their predominant self-interest. 

When ethical disagreement is not rooted in disagreement in belief, is there any method 
by which it may be settled? If one means by “method” a rational method, then there is no 
method. But in any case there is a “way”. Let’s consider the above example, again, where 
disagreement was due to A’s sympathy and B’s coldness. Must they end by saying, “Well, 
it’s just a matter of our having different temperaments”? Not necessarily. A, for instance, 
may try to change the temperament of his opponent. He may pour out his enthusiasms in 
such a moving way—present the sufferings of the poor with such appeal—that he will lead 
his opponent to see life through different eyes. He may build up, by the contagion of his 
feelings, an influence which will modify B’s temperament, and create in him a sympathy 
for the poor which didn’t previously exist. This is often the only way to obtain ethical 
agreement, if there is any way at all. It is persuasive, not empirical or rational; but that is 
no reason for neglecting it. There is no reason to scorn it, either, for it is only by such 
means that our personalities are able to grow, through our contact with others. 

The point I wish to stress, however, is simply that the empirical method is instrumen- 
tal to ethical agreement only to the extent that disagreement in interest is rooted in dis- 
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agreement in belief. There is little reason to believe that all disagreement is of this sort. 
Hence the empirical method is not sufficient for ethics. In any case, ethics is not psychol- 
ogy, since psychology doesn’t endeavour to direct our interests; it discovers facts about the 
ways in which interests are or can be directed, but that’s quite another matter. 

To summarize this section: my analysis of ethical judgments meets the three require- 
ments for the “vital” sense of “good” that were mentioned in section I. The traditional in- 
terest theories fail to meet these requirements simply because they neglect emotive mean- 
ing. This neglect leads them to neglect dynamic usage, and the sort of disagreement that 
results from such usage, together with the method of resolving the disagreement. I may 
add that my analysis answers Moore’s objection about the open question. Whatever scien- 
tifically knowable properties a thing may have, it zs always open to question whether a 
thing having these (enumerated) qualities is good. For to ask whether it is good is to ask 
for influence. And whatever I may know about an object, I can still ask, quite pertinently, 
to be influenced with regard to my interest in it. 


VI 


And now, have I really pointed out the “vital” sense of “good”? 

I suppose that many still will say “No”, claiming that I have simply failed to set down 
enough requirements which this sense must meet, and that my analysis, like all others given 
in terms of interest, is a way of begging the issue. They will say: “When we ask ‘Is X 
good?’ we don’t want mere influence, mere advice. We decidedly don’t want to be influ- 
enced through persuasion, nor are we fully content when the influence is supported by a 
wide scientific knowledge of X. The answer to our question will, of course, modify our in- 
terests. But this is only because an unique sort of truth will be revealed to us—a truth 
which must be apprehended a priori. We want our interests to be guided by this truth, 
and by nothing else. To substitute for such a truth mere emotive meaning and suggestion 
is to conceal from us the very object of our search.” 

I can only answer that I do not understand. What is this truth to be about? For I rec- 
ollect no Platonic Idea, nor do I know what to żry to recollect. I find no indefinable prop- 
erty, nor do J know what to look for. And the “self-evident” deliverances of reason, which 
so many philosophers have claimed, seem, on examination, to be deliverances of their re- 
spective reasons only (if of anyone’s) and not of mine. 

I strongly suspect, indeed, that any sense of “good” which is expected both to unite it- 
self in synthetic a priori fashion with other concepts, and to influence interests as well, is 
really a great confusion. I extract from this meaning the power of influence alone, which 
I find the only intelligible parc. If the rest is confusion, however, then it certainly deserves 
more than the shrug of one’s shoulders. What I should like to do is to account for the con- 
fusion—to examine the psychological needs which have given rise to it, and to show how 
these needs may be satisfied in another way. This is the problem, if confusion is to be 
stopped at its source. But it is an enormous problem, and my reflections on it, which are 
at present worked out only roughly, must be reserved until some later time. 

I may add that if “X is good” is essentially a vehicle for suggestion, it is scarcely a state- 
ment which philosophers, any more than many other men, are called upon to make. To 
the extent that ethics predicates the ethical terms of anything, rather chan explains their 
meaning, it ceases to be a reflective study. Ethical statements are social instruments. They 
are used in a cooperative enterprise in which we are mutually adjusting ourselves to the 
interests of others. Philosophers have a part in this, as do all men, but not the major part. 
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Notes 


1. See G. E. Moore’s Philosophical Studies, pp. 332-334. 

2. See G. C. Field’s Moral Theory, pp. 52, 56-57. 

3. See G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica, chap i. I am simply trying to preserve the spirit of Moore’s 
objection, and not the exact form of it. 

4. See The Meaning of Meaning, by C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards. On p. 125, second edition, there 
is a passage on ethics which was the source of the ideas embodied in this paper. 
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Richard M. Hare (1919- ) was Professor of Philosophy at Oxford University. He views ethi- 
cal judgments as universal, applying to all relevantly similar cases, and prescriptive, directing 
the action of others. 


Freedom and Reason 


6.3. I will now try to exhibit the bare bones of the theory of moral reasoning that I wish 
to advocate by considering a very simple (indeed over-simplified) example. As we shall see, 
even this very simple case generates the most baffling complexities; and so we may be par- 
doned for not attempting anything more difficult to start with. 

The example is adapted from a well-known parable.‘ A owes money to B, and B owes 
money to C, and it is the law that creditors may exact their debts by putting their debtors 
into prison. B asks himself, ‘Can I say that I ought to take this measure against A in order 
to make him pay?’ He is no doubt zmc/ined to do this, or wants to do it. Therefore, if there 
were no question of universalizing his prescriptions, he would assent readily to the szngu- 
lar prescription ‘let me put A into prison’ (4.3). But when he seeks to turn this prescrip- 
tion into a moral judgement, and say, ‘I ought to put A into prison because he will not pay 
me what he owes’, he reflects that this would involve accepting the principle ‘Anyone who 
is in my position ought to put his debtor into prison if he does not pay’. But then he re- 
flects that C is in the same position of unpaid creditor with regard to himself (B), and that 
the cases are otherwise identical; and that if anyone in this position ought to put his 
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debtors into prison, then so ought C to put him (B) into prison. And to accept the moral 
prescription ‘C ought to put me into prison’ would commit him (since, as we have seen, 
he must be using the word ‘ought’ prescriptively) to accepting the singular prescription 
‘Let C put me into prison’; and this he is not ready to accept. But if he is not, then nei- 
ther can accept the original judgement that he (B) ought to put A into prison for debt. 
Notice that the whole of this argument would break down if ‘ought’ were not being used 
both universalizably and prescriptively; for if it were not being used prescriptively, the step 
from ‘C ought to put me into prison’ to ‘Let C put me into prison’ would not be valid. 

The structure and ingredients of this argument must now be examined. We must first 
notice an analogy between it and the Popperian theory of scientific method. What has hap- 
pened is that a provisional or suggested moral principle has been rejected because one of 
its particular consequences proved unacceptable. But an important difference between the 
two kinds of reasoning must also be noted; it is what we should expect, given that the data 
of scientific observation are recorded in descriptive statements, whereas we are here deal- 
ing with prescriptions. What knocks out a suggested hypothesis, on Popper's theory, is a 
singular statement of fact: the hypothesis has the consequences that p; but not-p. Here the 
logic is just the same, except that in place of the observation-statements ‘p’ and ‘not-p’ we 
have the singular prescriptions ‘Let C put B into prison for debt’ and its contradictory. Nev- 
ertheless, given that B is disposed to reject the first of these prescriptions, the argument 
against him is just as cogent as in the scientific case. 

We may carry the parallel further. Just as science, seriously pursued, is the search for 
hypotheses and the testing of them by the attempt to falsify their particular consequences, 
so morals, as a serious endeavour, consists in the search for principles and the testing of 
them against particular cases. Any rational activity has its discipline, and this is the dis- 
cipline of moral thought: to test the moral principles chat suggest themselves to us by fol- 
lowing out their consequences and seeing whether we can accept them. 

No argument, however, starts from nothing. We must therefore ask what we have to 
have before moral arguments of the sort of which I have given a simple example can pro- 
ceed. The first requisite is that the facts of the case should be given; for all moral discus- 
sion is about some particular set of facts, whether actual or supposed. Secondly we have 
the logical framework provided by the meaning of the word ‘ought’ (i.e. prescriptivity and 
universalizability, both of which we saw to be necessary). Because moral judgements have 
to be universalizable, B cannot say that he ought to put A into prison for debt without 
committing himself to the view that C, who is ex hypothesi in the same position vis-a-vis 
himself, ought to put im into prison; and because moral judgements are prescriptive, this 
would be, in effect, prescribing to C to put him into prison; and this he is unwilling to 
do, since he has a strong inclination not to go to prison. This inclination gives us the third 
necessary ingredient in the argument: if B were a completely apathetic person, who liter- 
ally did not mind what happened to himself or to anybody else, the argument would not 
touch him. The three necessary ingredients which we have noticed, then, are (1) facts; 
(2) logic; (3) inclinations. These ingredients enable us, not indeed to arrive at an evalua- 
tive conclusion, but to reject an evaluative proposition. We shall see later that these are not, 
in all cases, the only necessary ingredients. 

6.4. In the example which we have been using, the position was deliberately made sim- 
pler by supposing that B actually stood to some other person in exactly the same relation 
as A does to him. Such cases are unlikely to arise in practice. But it is not necessary for the 
force of the argument that B should 7» fact stand in this relation to anyone; it is sufficient 
that he should consider hypothetically such a case, and see what would be the consequences 
in it of those moral principles between whose acceptance and rejection he has to decide. 


a ee 


510 R. M. HARE 


Here we have an important point of difference from the parallel scientific argument, in 
that the crucial case which leads to rejection of the principle can itself be a supposed, not 
an observed, one. That hypothetical cases will do as well as actual ones is important, since 
it enables us to guard against a possible misinterpretation of the argument which I have 
outlined. It might be thought that what moves B is the fear that C will actually do to him 
as he does to A—as happens in the gospel parable. But this fear is not only irrelevant to 
the moral argument; it does not even provide a particularly strong non-moral motive un- 
less the circumstances are somewhat exceptional. C may, after all, not find out what B has 
done to A; or C’s moral principles may be different from B’s, and independent of them, so 
that what moral principle B accepts makes no difference to the moral principles on which 
C acts. 

Even, therefore, if C did not exist, it would be no answer to the argument for B to say 
‘But in my case there is no fear that anybody will ever be in a position to do to me what 
I am proposing to do to A’. For the argument does not rest on any such fear. All that is es- 
sential to it is that B should disregard the fact that he plays the particular role in the sit- 
uation which he does, without disregarding the inclinations which people have in situa- 
tions of this sort. In other words, he must be prepared to give weight to A’s inclinations 
and interests as if they were his own. This is what turns selfish prudential reasoning into 
moral reasoning. It is much easier, psychologically, for B to do this if he is actually placed 
in a situation like A’s vzs-d-vis somebody else; but this is not necessary, provided that he 
has sufficient imagination to envisage what it is like to be A. For our first example, a case 
was deliberately chosen in which little imagination was necessary; but in most normal 
cases a certain power of imagination and readiness to use it is a fourth necessary ingredi- 
ent in moral arguments, alongside those already mentioned, viz. logic (in the shape of uni- 
versalizability and prescriptivity), the facts, and the inclinations of interests of the people 
concerned. 

It must be pointed out that the absence of even one of these ingredients may render the 
rest ineffective. For example, impartiality by itself is not enough. If, in becoming impar- 
tial, B became also completely dispassionate and apathetic, and moved as little by other 
people’s interests as by his own, then, as we have seen, there would be nothing to make 
him accept or reject one moral principle rather than another. That is why those who, like 
Adam Smith and Professor Kneale, advocate what have been called ‘Ideal Observer Theo- 
ries’ of ethics, sometimes postulate as their imaginary ideal observer not merely an im- 
partial spectator, but an impartially sympathetic spectator.’ To take another example, if the 
person who faces the moral decision has no imagination, then even the fact that someone 
can do the very same thing to him may pass him by. If, again, he lacks the readiness to 
universalize, then the vivid imagination of the sufferings which he is inflicting on others 
may only spur him on to intensify them, to increase his own vindictive enjoyment. And 
if he is ignorant of the material facts (for example about what is likely to happen to a per- 
son if one takes out a writ against him), then there is nothing to tie the moral argument 
to particular choices. 

6.5. The best way of testing the argument which we have outlined will be to consider 
various ways in which somebody in B’s position might seek to escape from it. There are 
indeed a number of such ways; and all of them may be successful, at a price. It is impor- 
tant to understand what the price is in each case. We may classify these manœuvres which 
are open to B into two kinds. There are first of all the moves which depend on his using 
the moral words in a different way from that on which the argument relied. We saw that 
for the success of the argument it was necessary that ‘ought’ should be used universal- 
izably and prescriptively. If B uses it in a way that is either not prescriptive or not 
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universalizable, then he can escape the force of the argument, at the cost of resigning from 
the kind of discussion that we thought we were having with him. We shall discuss these 
two possibilities separately. Secondly, there are moves which can still be made by B, even 
though he is using the moral words in the same way as we are. We shall examine three 
different sub-classes of these. 

Before dealing with what I shall call the verbal manceuvres in detail, it may be helpful 
to make a general remark. Suppose that we are having a simple mathematical argument 
with somebody, and he admits, for example, that there are five eggs in this basket, and six 
in the other, but maintains that there are a dozen eggs in the two baskets taken together; 
and suppose that this is because he is using the expression ‘a dozen’ to mean ‘eleven’. It is 
obvious that we cannot compel him logically to admit that there are not a dozen eggs, in 
his sense of ‘dozen’. But it is equally obvious that this should not disturb us. For such a 
man only appears to be dissenting from us. His dissent is only apparent, because the propo- 
sition which his words express is actually consistent with the conclusion which we wish 
to draw; he says “There are a dozen eggs’; but he means what we should express by saying 
‘There are eleven eggs’; and this we are not disputing. It is important to remember that 
in the moral case also the dissent may be only apparent, if the words are being used in dif- 
ferent ways, and that it is no defect in a method of argument if it does not make it possi- 
ble to prove a conclusion to a person when he is using words in such a way that the con- 
clusion does not follow. 

It must be pointed out, further (since this is a common source of confusion), that in 
this argument nothing whatever hangs upon our actual use of words in common speech, 
any more than it does in the arithmetical case. That we use the sound ‘dozen’ to express 
the meaning that we customarily do use it to express is of no consequence for the argu- 
ment about the eggs; and the same may be said of the sound ‘ought’. There is, however, 
something which I, at any rate, customarily express by the sound ‘ought’, whose charac- 
ter is correctly described by saying that it is a universalizable prescription. I hope that 
what I customarily express by the sound ‘ought’ is the same as what most people custom- 
arily express by it; but if J am mistaken in this assumption, I shall still have given a cor- 
rect account, so far as I am able, of that which I express by this sound.’ Nevertheless, this 
account will interest other people mainly in so far as my hope that they understand the 
same thing as I do by ‘ought’ is fulfilled; and since I am moderately sure that this is in- 
deed the case with many people, I hope that I may be of use to them in elucidating the 
logical properties of the concept which they thus express. 

At this point, however, it is of the utmost importance to stress that the fact that two 
people express the same thing by ‘ought’ does not entail that they share the same moral 
opinions. For the formal, logical properties of the word ‘ought’ (those which are deter- 
mined by its meaning) are only one of the four factors (listed earlier) whose combination 
governs a man’s moral opinion on a given matter. Thus ethics, the study of the logical prop- 
erties of the moral words, remains morally neutral (its conclusions neither are substantial 
moral judgements, nor entail them, even in conjunction with factual premisses); its bear- 
ing upon moral questions lies in this, that ic makes logically impossible certain combina- 
tions of moral and other prescriptions. Two people who are using the word ‘ought’ in the 
same way may yet disagree about what ought to be done in a certain situation, either be- 
cause they differ about the facts, or because one or other of them lacks imagination, or be- 
cause their different inclinations make one reject some singular prescription which the 
other can accept. For all that, ethics (i.e. the logic of moral language) is an immensely pow- 
erful engine for producing moral agreement; for if two people are willing to use che moral 
word ‘ought’, and to use it in the same way (viz. the way that I have been describing), the 
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other possible sources of moral disagreement are all eliminable. People’s inclinations about 
most of the important matters in life tend to be the same (very few people, for example, 
like being starved or run over by motor-cars); and, even when they are not, there is a way 
of generalizing the argument, to be described in the next chapter, which enables us to make 
allowance for differences in inclinations. The facts are often, given sufficient patience, as- 
certainable. Imagination can be cultivated. If these three factors are looked after, as they 
can be, agreement on the use of ‘ought’ is the only other necessary condition for producing 
moral agreement, at any rate in typical cases. And, if I am not mistaken, this agreement in 
use is already there in the discourse of anybody with whom we are at all likely to find our- 
selves arguing; all that is needed is to think clearly, and so make it evident. 

After this methodological digression, let us consider what is to be done with the man 
who professes to be using ‘ought’ in some different way from that which I have de- 
scribed—because he is not using it prescriptively, or not universalizably. For the reasons 
that I have given, if he takes either of these courses, he is no longer in substantial moral 
disagreement with us. Our apparent moral disagreement is really only verbal; for al- 
though, as we shall see shortly, there may be a residuum of substantial disagreement, this 
cannot be moral. It cannot even be an evaluative disagreement, in the sense of ‘evaluative’ 
above defined (2.8). 

Let us take first the man who is using the word ‘ought’ prescriptively, but not univer- 
salizably. He can say that he ought to put his debtor into prison, although he is not pre- 
pared to agree that his creditor ought to put Aim into prison. We, on the other hand, since 
we are not prepared to admit that our creditors in these circumstances ought to put us into 
prison, cannot say that we ought to put our debtors into prison. So there is an appearance 
of substantial moral disagreement, which is intensified by the fact that, since we are both 
using the word ‘ought’ prescriptively, our respective views will lead to different particu- 
lar actions. Different singular prescriptions about what to do are (since both our judge- 
ments are prescriptive) derivable from what we are respectively saying. But this is not 
enough to constitute a moral disagreement. For there to be a moral disagreement, or even 
an evaluative one of any kind, we must differ, not only about what zs to be done in some 
particular case, but about some universal principle concerning what ought to be done in 
cases of a certain sort; and since B is (on the hypothesis considered) advocating no such 
universal principle, he is saying nothing with which we can be in moral or evaluative dis- 
agreement. Considered purely as prescriptions, indeed, our two views are in substantial 
disagreement; but the moral, evaluative (i.e. the universal prescriptive) disagreement is 
only verbal, because, when the expression of B’s view is understood as he means it, the 
view turns out not to be a view about the morality of the action at all. So B, by this 
manoeuvre, can go on prescribing to himself to put A into prison, but has to abandon the 
claim that he is justifying the action morally, as we understand the word ‘morally’. One 
may, of course, use any word as one pleases, at a price. But he can no longer claim to be 
giving that sort of justification of his action for which, as I think, the common expression 
is ‘moral justification’ (10.7). 

I need not deal at length with the second way in which B might be differing from us 
in his use of ‘ought’, viz. by not using it prescriptively. If he were not using it prescrip- 
tively, it will be remembered, he could assent to the singular prescription ‘Let not C put 
me into prison for debt’, and yet assent also to the non-prescriptive moral judgement ‘C 
ought to put me into prison for debt’. And so his disinclination to be put into prison for 
debt by C would furnish no obstacle to his saying that he (B) ought to put A into prison 
for debt. And thus he could carry out his own inclination to put A into prison with ap- 
parent moral justification. The justification would be, however, only apparent. For if B is 
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using the word ‘ought’ non-prescriptively, then ‘I ought to put A into prison for debt’ does 
not entail the singular prescription ‘Let me put A into prison for debt’; the ‘moral’ judge- 
ment becomes quite irrelevant to the choice of what to do. There would also be the same 
lack of substantial moral disagreement as we noticed in the preceding case. B would not 
be disagreeing with us other than verbally, so far as the moral question is concerned 
(though there might be points of factual disagreement between us, arising from the de- 
scriptive meaning of our judgements). The ‘moral’ disagreement could be only verbal, be- 
cause whereas we should be dissenting from the universalizable prescription ‘B ought to 
put A into prison for debt’, this would not be what B was expressing, though the words 
he would be using would be the same. For B would not, by these words, be expressing a 
prescription at all. 

6.6. So much for the ways (of which my list may well be incomplete) in which B can 
escape from our argument by using the word ‘ought’ in a different way from us. The re- 
maining ways of escape are open to him even if he is using ee in the same way as we 
are, viz. to express a universalizable prescription. 

We must first consider that class of escape-routes whose distinguishing feature is that 
B, while using the moral words in the same way as we are, refuses to make positive moral 
judgements at all in certain cases. There are two main variations of this manoeuvre. B may 
either say that it is indifferent, morally, whether he imprisons A or not; or he may refuse 
to make any moral judgement at all, even one of indifference, about the case. It will be 
obvious that if he adopts either of these moves, he can evade the argument as so far set out. 
For that argument only forced him to reject the moral judgement ‘J ought to imprison A 
for debt’. It did not force him to assent to any moral judgement; in particular, he remained 
free to assent, either to the judgement that he ought not to imprison A for debt (which is 
the one that we want him to accept) or to the judgement that it is neither the case that he 
ought, nor the case that he ought not (that it is, in short, indifferent); and he remained 
free, also, to say ‘I am just not making any moral judgements at all about this case’. 

We have not yet, however, exhausted the arguments generated by the demand for uni- 
versalizability, provided that the moral words are being used in a way which allows this 
demand. For it is evident that these manoeuvres could, in principle, be practised in any 
case whatever in which the morality of an act is in question. And this enables us to place 
B in a dilemma. Either he practises this manoeuvre in every situstion in which he is faced 
with a moral decision; or else he practises it only sometimes. The first alternative, however, 
has to be sub-divided; for ‘every situation’ might mean ‘every situation in which he him- 
self has to face a moral decision regarding one of his own actions’, or it might mean ‘every 
situation in which a moral question arises for him, whether about his own actions or about 
somebody else’s’. So there are three courses that he can adopt: (1) He either refrains alto- 
gether from making moral judgements, or makes none except judgements of indifference 
(that is to say, he either observes a complete moral silence, or says ‘Nothing matters 
morally’; either of these two positions might be called a sort of amoralism); (2) He makes 
moral judgements in the normal way about other people’s actions, but adopts one or other 
of the kinds of amoralism, just mentioned, with regard to his own; (3) He expresses moral 
indifference, or will make no moral judgement at all, with regard to some of his own ac- 
tions and those of other people, but makes moral judgements in the normal way about 
others. 

Now it will be obvious that in the first case there is nothing that we can do, and that 
this should not disturb us. Just as one cannot win a game of chess against an opponent 
who will not make any moves—and just as one cannot argue mathematically with a per- 
son who will not commit himself to any mathematical statements—so moral argument is 
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possible with a man who will make no moral judgements at all, or—which for practical 
purposes comes to the same thing—makes only judgements of indifference. Such a person 
is not entering the arena of moral dispute, and therefore it is impossible to contest with 
him. He is compelled also—and this is important—to abjure the protection of morality 
for his own interests. 

In the other two cases, however, we have an argument left. Ifa man is prepared to make 
positive moral judgements about other people’s actions, but not about his own, or if he is 
prepared to make them about some of his own decisions, but not about others, then we 
can ask him on what principle he makes the distinction between these various cases. This 
is a particular application of the demand for universalizability. He will still have left to 
him the ways of escape from this demand which are available in all its applications, and 
which we shall consider later. But there is no way of escape which is available in this ap- 
plication, but not in others. He must either produce (or at least admit the existence of) 
some principle which makes him hold different moral opinions about apparently similar 
cases, or else admit that the judgements he is making are not moral ones. But in the lat- 
ter case, he is in the same position, in the present dispute, as the man who will not make 
any moral judgements at all; he has resigned from the contest. 

In the particular example which we have been considering, we supposed that the cases 
of B and of C, his own creditor, were identical. The demand for universalization therefore 
compels B to make the same moral judgement, whatever it is, about both cases. He has 
therefore, unless he is going to give up the claim to be arguing morally, either to say that 
neither he nor C ought to exercise their legal rights to imprison their debtors; or that both 
ought (a possibility to which we shall recur in the next section); or that it is indifferent 
whether they do. But the last alternative leaves it open to B and C to do what they like in 
the matter; and we may suppose that, though B himself would like to have this freedom, 
he will be unwilling to allow it to C. It is as unlikely that he will permit C to put him (B) 
into prison as that he will prescribe it (10.5). We may say, therefore, that while move (1), 
described above, constitutes an abandonment of the dispute, moves (2) and (3) really add 
nothing new to it. 

6.7. We must next consider a way of escape which may seem much more respectable 
than those which I have so far mentioned. Let us suppose that B is a firm believer in the 
rights of property and the sanctity of contracts. In this case he may say roundly that 
debtors ought to be imprisoned by their creditors whoever they are, and that, specifically, 
C ought to imprison him (B), and he (B) ought to imprison A. And he may, unlike the 
superficially similar person described earlier, be meaning by ‘ought’ just what we usually 
mean by it—i.e. he may be using the word prescriptively, realizing that in saying that C 
ought to put him into prison, he is prescribing that C put him in prison. B, in this case, 
is perfectly ready to go to prison for his principles, in order that the sanctity of contracts 
may be enforced, In real life, B would be much more likely to take this line if the situa- 
tion in which he himself played the role of debtor were not actual but only hypothetical; 
but this, as we saw earlier, ought not to make any difference to the argument. 

We are not yet, however, in a position to deal with this escape-route. All we can do is 
to say why we cannot now deal with it, and leave this loose end to be picked up later. B, 
if he is sincere in holding the principle about the sanctity of contracts (or any other uni- 
versal moral principle which has the same effect in this particular case), may have two sorts 
of grounds for it. He may hold it on utilitarian grounds, thinking that, unless contracts 
are rigorously enforced, the results will be so disastrous as to outweigh any benefits that 
A, or B himself, may get from being let off. This could, in certain circumstances, be a good 
argument. But we cannot tell whether it is, until we have generalized the type of moral 
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argument which has been set out in this chapter, to cover cases in which the interests of 
more than two parties are involved. As we saw, it is only the interests of A and B that come 
into the argument as so far considered (the interests of the third party, C, do not need sep- 
arate consideration, since C was introduced only in order to show B, if necessary fiction- 
ally, a situation in which the roles were reversed; therefore C’s interests, being a mere 
replica of B’s, will vanish, as a separate factor, once the A/B situation, and the moral judge- 
ments made on it, are universalized). But if utilitarian grounds of the sort suggested are 
to be adduced, they will bring with them a reference to all the other people whose inter- 
ests would be harmed by laxity in the enforcement of contracts. This escape-route, there- 
fore, if this is its basis, introduces considerations which cannot be assessed until we have 
generalized our form of argument to cover ‘multilateral’ moral situations (7.2ff.). At pre- 
sent, it can only be said that if B can show that leniency in the enforcement of contracts 
would really have the results he claims for the community at large, he might be justified 
in taking the severer course. This will be apparent after we have considered in some detail 
an example (that of the judge and the criminal) which brings out these considerations even 
more clearly. 

On the other hand, B might have a quite different, non-utilitarian kind of reason for 
adhering to his principle. He might be moved, not by any weight which he might attach 
to the interests of other people, but by the thought that to enforce contracts of this sort is 
necessary in order to conform to some moral or other édea/ that he has espoused. Such ideals 
might be of various sorts. He might be moved, for example, by an ideal of abstract jus- 
tice, of the fiat justitia, ruat caelum variety. We have to distinguish such an ideal of justice, 
which pays no regard to people’s interests, from that which is concerned merely to do jus- 
tice between people’s interests. It is very important, if considerations of justice are intro- 
duced into a moral argument, to know of which sort they are. Justice of the second kind 
can perhaps be accommodated within a moral view which it is not misleading to call utili- 
tarian (7.4). But this is not true of an ideal of the first kind. It is characteristic of this sort 
of non-utilitarian ideals that, when they are introduced into moral arguments, they ren- 
der ineffective the appeal to universalized self-interest which is the foundation of the 
argument that we have been considering. This is because the person who has whole- 
heartedly espoused such an ideal (we shall call him the ‘fanatic’) does not mind if 
people’s interests—even his own—are harmed in the pursuit of it. (8.6, 9.1). 

It need not be justice which provides the basis of such an escape-route as we are con- 
sidering. Any moral ideal would do, provided that it were pursued regardless of other peo- 
ple’s interests. For example, B might be a believer in the survival of the fittest, and think 
that, in order to promote this, he (and everyone else) ought to pursue their own interests 
by all means in their power and regardless of everyone else’s interests. This ideal might 
lead him, in this particular case, to put A in prison, and he might agree that C ought to 
do the same to him, if he were not clever enough to avoid this fate. He might think that 
universal obedience to such a principle would maximize the production of supermen and 
so make the world a better place. If these were his grounds, it is possible that we might 
argue with him factually, showing that the universal observance of the principle would not 
have the results he claimed. But we might be defeated in this factual argument if he had 
an ideal which made him call the world ‘a better place’ when the jungle law prevailed; he 
could then agree to our factual statements, but still maintain that the condition of the 
world described by us as resulting from the observance of his principle would be better 
than its present condition. In this case, the argument might take two courses. If we could 
get him to imagine himself in the position of the weak, who went to the wall in such a 
state of the world, we might bring him to realize that to hold his principle involved pre- 
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scribing that things should be done to him, in hypothetical situations, which he could not 
sincerely prescribe. If so, then the argument would be on the rails again, and could pro- 
ceed on lines which we have already sketched. But he might stick to his principle and say 
‘If I were weak, then I ought to go to the wall’. If he did this, he would be putting him- 
self beyond the reach of what we shall call ‘golden-rule’ or ‘utilitarian’ arguments by be- 
coming what we shall call a ‘fanatic’. Since a great part of the rest of this book will be con- 
cerned with people who take this sort of line, it is unnecessary to pursue their case further 
at this point. 

6.8. The remaining manoeuvre that B might seek to practise is probably the com- 
monest. It is certainly the one which is most frequently brought up in philosophical con- 
troversies on this topic. This consists in a fresh appeal to the facts—i.e. in asserting that 
there are in fact morally relevant differences between his case and that of others. In the ex- 
ample which we have been considering, we have artificially ruled out this way of escape 
by assuming that che case of B and C is exactly similar to that of A and B; from this it fol- 
lows a fortiori that there are no morally relevant differences. Since the B/C case may be a 
hypothetical one, this condition of exact similarity can always be fulfilled, and therefore 
this manoeuvre is based on a misconception of the type of argument against which it is di- 
rected. Nevertheless it may be useful, since this objection is so commonly raised, to deal 
with it at this point, although nothing further will be added thereby to what has been said 
already. 

It may be claimed that no two actual cases would ever be exactly similar; there would 
always be some differences, and B might allege that some of these were morally relevant. 
He might allege, for example, that, whereas his family would starve if C put him into 
prison, this would not be the case if he put A into prison, because A’s family would be 
looked after by A’s relatives. If such a difference existed, there might be nothing logically 
disreputable in calling it morally relevant, and such arguments are in fact often put for- 
ward and accepted. 

The difficulty, however, lies in drawing the line between those arguments of this sort 
which are legitimate, and those which are not. Suppose that B alleges that the fact that A 
has a hooked nose or a black skin entitles him, B, to put him in prison, but that C ought 
not to do the same thing to him, B, because his nose is straight and his skin white. Is this 
an argument of equal logical respectability? Can I say that the fact that I have a mole in 
a particular place on my chin entitles me to further my own interests at others’ expense, 
but that they are forbidden to do this by the fact that they lack this mark of natural pre- 
eminence? 

The answer to this manœuvre is implicit in what has been said already about the rele- 
vance, in moral arguments, of hypothetical as well as of actual cases. The fact that no two 
actual cases are ever identical has no bearing on the problem. For all we have to do is to 
imagine an identical case in which the roles are reversed. Suppose that my mole disap- 
pears, and that my neighbour grows one in the very same spot on his chin. Or, to use our 
other example, what does B say about a hypothetical case in which he has a black skin or 
a hooked nose, and A and C are both straight-nosed and white-skinned (9.4; 11.7)? Since 
this is the same argument, in essentials, as we used at the very beginning, it need not be 
repeated here. B is in fact faced with a dilemma. Either the property of his own case, which 
he claims to be morally relevant, is a properly universal property (i.e. one describable with- 
out reference to individuals), or it is not. If it is a universal property, then, because of the 
meaning of the word ‘universal’, it is a property which might be possessed by another case 
in which he played a different role (though in fact it may not be); and we can therefore ask 
him to ignore the fact that it is he himself who plays the role which he does in this case. 
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This will force him to count as morally relevant only those properties which he is prepared 
to allow to be relevant even when the other people have them. And this rules out all the 
attractive kinds of special pleading. On the other hand, if the property in question is not 
a properly universal one, then he has not met the demand for universalizability, and can- 
not claim to be putting forward a moral argument at all. 

6.9. It is necessary, in order to avoid misunderstanding, to add two notes to the fore- 
going discussion. The misunderstanding arises through a too literal interpretation of the 
common forms of expression—which constantly recur in arguments of this type— How 
would you like it if . . . ? and ‘Do as you would be done by’. Though I shall later, for 
convenience, refer to the type of arguments here discussed as ‘golden-rule’ arguments, we 
must not be misled by these forms of expression. 

First of all, we shall make the nature of the argument clearer if, when we are asking B 
to imagine himself in the position of his victim, we phrase our question, never in the form 
‘What would you say, or feel, or think, or how would you like it, if you were he?’, but al- 
ways in the form ‘What do you say (in propria persona) about a hypothetical case in which 
you are in your victim’s position?’ The importance of this way of phrasing the question is 
that, if the question were put in the first way, B might reply ‘Well, of course, if anybody 
did this to me I should resent it very much and make all sorts of adverse moral judgements 
about the act; but this has absolutely no bearing on the validity of the moral opinion which 
I am now expressing’. To involve him in contradiction, we have to show that he mow holds 
an opinion about the hypothetical case which is inconsistent with his opinion about the 
actual case. 

The second thing which has to be noticed is that the argument, as set out, does not in- 
volve any sort of deduction of a moral judgement, or even of the negation of a moral judge- 
ment, from a factual statement about people’s inclinations, interests, &c. We are not say- 
ing to B ‘You are as a matter of fact averse to this being done to you in a hypothetical case; 
and from this it follows logically that you ought to do it to another’. Such a deduction 
would be a breach of Hume’s Law (‘No “ought” from an “is”’), to which I have repeatedly 
declared my adherence (LM 2.5). The point is, rather, that because of his aversion to its 
being done to him in the hypothetical case, he cannot accept the singular prescription that 
in the hypothetical case it should be done to him; and this, because of the logic of ‘ought’, 
precludes him from accepting the moral judgement that he ought to do likewise to an- 
other in the actual case. It is not a question of a factual statement about a person’s incli- 
nations being inconsistent with a moral judgement; rather, his inclinations being what 
they are, he cannot assent sincerely to a certain singular prescription, and if he cannot do 
this, he cannot assent to a certain universal prescription which entails it, when conjoined 
with factual statements about the circumstances whose truth he admits. Because of this 
entailment, if he assented to the factual statements and to the universal prescription, but 
refused (as he must, his inclinations being what they are) to assent to the singular pre- 
scription, he would be guilty of a logical inconsistency. 

If it be asked what the relation is between his aversion to being put in prison in the hy- 
pothetical case, and his inability to accept the hypothetical singular prescription that if he 
were in such a situation he should be put into prison, it would seem that the relation is 
not unlike that between a belief that the cat is on the mat, and an inability to accept the 
proposition that the cat is not on the mat. Further attention to this parallel will perhaps 
make the position clearer. Suppose that somebody advances the hypothesis that cats never 
sit on mats, and that we refute him by pointing to a cat on a mat. The logic of our refu- 
tation proceeds in two stages. Of these, the second is: ‘Here is a cat sitting on a mat, so it 
is not the case that cats never sit on mats’. This is a piece of logical deduction; and to it, 
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in the moral case, corresponds the step from ‘Let this not be done to me’ to ‘It is not the 
case that I ought to do it to another in similar circumstances’. But in both cases there is 
a first stage whose nature is more obscure, and different in the two cases, though there is 
an analogy between them. 

In the ‘cat’ case, it is logically possible for a man to look straight at the cat on the mat, 
and yet believe that there is no cat on the mat. But if a person with normal eyesight and 
no psychological aberrations does this, we say that he does not understand the meaning of 
the words, ‘The cat is on the mat’. And even if he does not have normal eyesight, or suf- 
fers from some psychological aberration (such a phobia of cats, say, that he just cannot admit 
to himself that he is face to face with one), yet, if we can convince him that everyone else 
can see a cat there, he will have to admit that there zs a cat there, or be accused of misus- 
ing the language. 

If, on the other hand, a man says ‘But I want to be put in prision, if ever I am in that 
situation’, we can, indeed, get as far as accusing him of having eccentric desires; but we 
cannot, when we have proved to him that nobody else has such a desire, face him with the 
choice of either saying, with the rest, ‘Let this not be done to me’, or else being open to 
the accusation of not understanding what he is saying. For it is not an incorrect use of 
words to want eccentric things. Logic does not prevent me wanting to be put in a gas 
chamber if a Jew. It is perhaps true that I logically cannot want for its own sake an expe- 
rience which I think of as unpleasant; for to say that I think of it as unpleasant may be logi- 
cally inconsistent with saying that I want it for its own sake. If this is so, it is because ‘un- 
pleasant’ is a prescriptive expression. But ‘to be put in prison’ and ‘to be put in a gas 
chamber if a Jew’, are not prescriptive expressions; and therefore these things can be 
wanted without offence to logic. It is, indeed, in the logical possibility of wanting any- 
thing (neutrally described) that the ‘freedom’ which is alluded to in my title essentially 
consists. And it is this, as we shall see, that lets by the person whom I shall call the ‘fa- 
natic’ (9.1ff.). 

There is not, then, a complete analogy between the man who says ‘There is no cat on 
the mat’ when there is, and the man who wants things which others do not. But there is 
a partial analogy, which, having noticed this difference, we may be able to isolate. The 
analogy is between two relations: the relations between, in both cases, the ‘mental state’ 
of these men and what they say. If I believe that there is a cat on the mat I cannot sincerely 
say that there is not; and, if I want not to be put into prison more than I want anything 
else, I cannot sincerely say ‘Let me be put into prison’. When, therefore, I said above ‘His 
inclinations being what they are, he cannot assent sincerely to a certain singular prescrip- 
tion’, I was making an analytic statement (although the ‘cannot’ is not a logical ‘cannot’); 
for if he were to assent sincerely to the prescription, that would entail ex vi terminorum that 
his inclinations had changed—in the very same way that it is analytically true that, if the 
other man were to say sincerely that there was a cat on the mat, when before he had sin- 
cerely denied this, he must have changed his belief. 

If, however, instead of writing ‘His inclinations being what they are, he cannot . . .’, 
we leave out the first clause and write simply ‘He cannot . . .’, the statement is no longer 
analytic; we are making a statement about his psychology which might be false. For it is 
logically possible for inclinations to change; hence it is possible for a man to come sin- 
cerely to hold an ideal which requires that he himself should be sent to a gas chamber if 
a Jew. That is the price we have to pay for our freedom. But, as we shall see, in order for 
reason to have a place in morals it is not necessary for us to close this way of escape by 
means of a logical barrier; it is sufficient that, men and the world being what they are, we 
can be very sure that hardly anybody is going to take it with his eyes open. And when we 
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are arguing with one of the vast majority who are not going to take it, the reply that some- 
body else might take it does not help his case against us. In this respect, all moral argu- 
ments are ad hominem.‘ 


Notes 


1. Matthew xviii. 23. 

2. It will be plain that there are affinities, though there are also differences, between this type of 
theory and my own. For such theories see W. C. Kneale, Philosophy, xxv (1950), 162; R. Firth 
and R. B. Brandt, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, xii (1951/2), 317, and xv (1954/5), 
407, 414, 422; and J. Harrison, Aristotelian Society, supp. vol. xxviii (1954), 132. Firth, unlike 
Kneale, says that the observer must be ‘dispassionate’, but see Brandt, op. cit., p. 411n. For a 
shorter discussion see Brandt, Ethical Theory, p. 173. Since for many Christians God occupies the 
role of ‘ideal observer’, the moral judgements which they make may be expected to coincide with 
those arrived at by the method of reasoning which I am advocating.” 

3. Cf. Moore, Principia Ethica, p.6. 

4. The above discussion may help to atone for what is confused or even wrong in LM {Language of 
Morals} 3.3 (p. 42). The remarks there about the possibility or impossibility of accepting cer- 
tain moral principles gave the impression of creating an impasse; I can, however, plead that in 
LM 4.4 (p. 69) there appeared a hint of the way out which is developed in this book. 
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The Point of View of Morality 


Philosophical scepticism is often due to and supported by arguments based on confused 
epistemological theories. Scepticism in ethics is no exception. Consider sceptical views 
such as these: that the answers to moral questions are the unsupportable deliverances of 
our moral sense or intuition or flair, deliverances which unfortunately vary from age to age, 
from class to class, and even from person to person; or that they are merely the expressions 
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of personal tastes, opinions, feelings or attitudes; or that they are the announcements of 
personal decisions, affirmations, choices or proposals. Philosophers usually come to hold 
such sceptical views because they have had before their minds questions which are not 
genuinely moral or, when they were genuinely moral, because their investigations of the 
ways in which we ordinarily go about answering moral questions were comparatively su- 
perficial. Repelled by the transparent attempts of many moral philosophers to assimilate 
moral to well-known “safe” questions and answers, such as mathematical, ordinary em- 
pirical or means-ends questions and answers, the sceptics over-emphasize the obvious dif- 
ferences. Opposition to the “safe” models leads them to adopt or think in terms of well 
known “unsafe” ones, such as questions and answers in matters of taste, matters of opin- 
ion, expressions of feelings and attitudes, and of decisions. The truth, however, is much 
more complicated. 

Accordingly, I shall attempt to isolate one type of genuinely moral question and out- 
line the appropriate procedure for answering it. It will then be seen that moral questions 
also have a “method of verification”, although it is not the sort of empirical verification 
which in recent years has been taken as the only type deserving the name. 

It will be granted that “What shall I do?” is sometimes a moral question. But obvi- 
ously it is not the mere employment of these words themselves, not the form of the in- 
terrogative sentence in which they are employed, nor the ways in which these various em- 
ployed words are severally used, that make it moral. This form of words constitutes a moral 
question only when it is zwtended as a moral question, i.e. when an answer of a certain sort 
is wanted, an answer that can stand up to certain complicated tests; in other words, when 
the questioner wants the person questioned first to consider and then to answer the ques- 
tion from the point of view of morality. 

Let us be quite clear, in the first place, that not every question asked by means of these 
words is a moral question. 

“What shall I do?” is not, for instance, a moral question when it is a request for in- 
structions, as in the lieutenant’s “What shall I do, Sir, shall I attack or wait for reinforce- 
ments?” This is not a moral question because the lieutenant, in asking for orders, is at- 
tempting to shift responsibility for what he is about to do on to his commanding officer. 
In moral cases, however, the agent himself is responsible for what he does. He cannot le- 
gitimately give the excuse “I acted on orders”. Nor is it a moral question when asked by 
a pupil in the course of being taught. The learner wishing to know how to get on with his 
parking of the car, might ask the teacher, “What shall I do now?”, but this is not neces- 
sarily a moral case either. When one asks for moral advice ina moral difficulty, one need 
not necessarily be a learner at all, not even a moral learner. 

Nor is it a moral question when what one wants of the other person is that he should 
submit some suggestions or declare his own preferences in the matter, as when someone 
asks: “What shall I do? Shall I leave the key in the milk box or what?” 

What, then, is it to ask a moral question by means of these words? We are nearer the 
typical case on those occasions when we are driven into raising this question by a practi- 
cal problem which forces us to choose between alternative courses of action, as when I say 
“What shall I do? I must pay back. But there were no replies to my advertisement. So 
where can I get the money?” In such a case I can either answer my own question or I can 
seek guidance from other people. Both I myself and others must work out the answer by 
going through the process of deliberation. Everyone is in principle capable of deliberating 
on his own or on someone else’s behalf. There is a symmetrical relation between the per- 
son who asks “What shall I do?” and the person whom he asks. Their roles might at any 
time be exchanged. There is no question of superordination or subordination. Both are sur- 
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veying and weighing the considerations in favour of and against the possible alternatives. 
In asking for advice I am not necessarily asking for, and in giving it, I am not necessarily 
giving orders, instructions or tuition. When I ask for advice I am asking the person to de- 
liberate on my behalf, i.e. to survey the reasons or considerations relevant to the problem, 
though I am not necessarily asking him to give me these reasons. But I should think that 
he had not done what J asked him to do, if he had not surveyed and weighed the reasons, 
had not thought about my problem at all. 

But not all advice, not all deliberation, is moral. It is only when I deliberate from the 
point of view of morality that my deliberation can be said to be normal. I am not consid- 
ering the problem from this point of view unless I attempt to survey and weigh all the 
relevant moral considerations. I must here assume an understanding of what is by no 
means generally understood, namely, the nature of deliberation and of a consideration. All 
I have space to examine here are the questions, What is deliberation from the point of view 
of morality? and What are moral considerations? 

Suppose I have wealthy relatives whose son wants a bicycle.Perhaps I could get the 
money I need by selling my bicycle to them. They would surely be prepared to pay a good 
price, for my bicycle is as good as new. It is an English racing bicycle and they know the 
boy would be very happy with it. The cost is of no importance to them. 

So far, my deliberation was not from the point of view of morality at all, for I have 
merely asked myself whether the proposed line of conduct was likely to produce the effect 
desired. I cannot be said to have considered this question from the former point of view 
unless I ask myself whether there are any moral objections to, i.e. any moral considerations 
against my proposed line of conduct. 

When would we say that there were such objections? There is a moral objection to a 
proposed line of conduct if it would constitute a breach of a moral rule. Determining 
whether a particular line of action does or does not constitute such a breach is a compli- 
cated business and we must not think that it can be done in one move. There are two main 
steps: first, finding out whether the contemplated act is forbidden, or incompatible with 
another act enjoined, by a moral rule of the agent’s group; secondly, finding out whether 
this moral rule of the agent’s group can stand up to the appropriate moral criticism. 


Our first question, then, is whether the planned line of conduct is forbidden by a moral 
rule of the group, and this involves the further question, when we would say of a rule that 
it belonged to the morality of a given group. 

A few preliminary remarks about the nature of this question will help. A given rule 
which is part of the way of life of a certain group may belong to its law, its religion, or its 
mores, and if to the mores, then either to that part of the mores which we call its etiquette, 
or its manners, or its fashions and so on. That a rule belongs to the law of the group can 
be ascertained by a comparatively precise method, namely, by ascertaining whether the 
rule is a valid part of its legal system. That it belongs to the religion of the group can usu- 
ally be determined by finding out whether it is contained in any of the sacred books. On 
the other hand, that a given rule belongs to the mores of the group cannot be determined 
in any of these comparatively precise and specific ways. The most obvious method of find- 
ing out would seem to be to see whether the rule in question is supported by one or the 
other of the types of social pressure by which the various parts of the mores are supported. 
For instance, the rule will be said to belong to the manners of the group if the person on 
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account of its breach is called ill-mannered, ill-bred, impolite, rude, or some such epithet, 
and is treated accordingly. 

What we want to know is how we can characterize those rules which must be said to 
belong to the morality of the group. 

Now, briefly, my answer to this question is as follows. For a rule to belong to the mor- 
ality of a given group it is not necessary that, like the Decalogue, it should forbid or en- 
join or permit a certain definite line of conduct or one or the other out of a definite range 
of conduct. What is necessary is rather that it should be: (i) part of the mores of the group, 
(ii) supported by the characteristically moral pressure, (i11) universally teachable and there- 
fore universalizable, (iv) not merely a taboo, (v) applied in accordance with certain princi- 
ples of exception and modification, (vi) applied in accordance with certain principles of ap- 
plication whose prevalence is a condition of the group being said to have a morality. 

If a rule satisfies all these conditions, then it must be said to belong to the morality of 
the group in question, it is a moral rule of that group. I now proceed to discuss these points 
in detail. 

(i) I shall simply assume, without much further argument, that the moral rules of a 
group belong to its mores and not to its law or religion. Moral rules of a group cannot 
be laid down, amended, abrogated, abolished. If a legislator were to attempt to do that, 
the rules he lays down would become part of the law. If the legislator is divine, the law 
is Divine Law. Of course, a legislator may not actually make new law, but merely de- 
clare law what is already existing custom. But then he has made law what was previ- 
ously custom. And if he declares law what is a moral rule, then the moral rule has re- 
ceived legal backing. The same line of behaviour is now forbidden by a moral and by a 
legal rule. If it is morally wrong to break the law, then it is morally wrong to drive on 
the right, where the law forbids it. If it is morally wrong to disobey God, then it has 
been morally wrong to play tennis on Sunday ever since God prohibited it. In this sense 
only can the word of command or of law create moral rules. But no word of command 
or law can create the moral rule that it is morally wrong to break the law or disobey the 
word of God. A rule is part of the morality of a group in virtue of the moral convictions 
and pressures of the people of that group. A rule can become part of the morality of a 
group through propaganda, education, teaching, by hook or by crook, but not by word 
of command or law. A rule must become part of the living tradition of the group to be- 
come a moral rule of that group. 

(ii) That a rule belongs to the mores of the group and not to its law or religion is not, 
however, sufficient. For it might still be merely a rule of etiquette or custom. Now it 
might be thought that all that was necessary was that the rule should be supported by the 
specifically moral pressure. If infringers of the rule are said to be immoral, wicked, wrong- 
doers, evil, morally bad, or some term implying one of these, and they are treated accord- 
ingly, then the rule is supported by the specifically moral pressure. Whatever may be the 
precise treatment meted out to those we think we rightly say are immoral, evil, wicked, 
etc., it is plain that we tend to condemn them, dissociate ourselves from them, perhaps 
would want to see them punished. Again, it is evidence that the rule is part of the mor- 
ality of the group if rule-breakers feel guilty and experience remorse. It is evidence that 
the rule is not part of the group morality if group members feel merely regret or pleasure 
when infringing it. Finally, it is evidence that the rule belongs to the group morality if, 
on discovering that the rule is not part of the mores of another group, group members are 
shocked, outraged, indigant or horrified, and if they feel they must introduce this rule 
to the other group. Whereas, that they are quite unperturbed about this and don’t feel 
driven to encourage them to adopt this rule, is evidence to the contrary. 
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Thus we can say that, although support of a rule by this sort of pressure is a necessary, 
it is not a sufficient condition of the rule belonging to the morality of the group. 

(iii) A further condition which a rule must satisfy if it is to be said to belong to the 
morality of a given group, is that it must have been taught in a certain way. Three fea- 
tures of the teaching of moral rules are particularly important here. In the first place, moral 
rules must be taught to all children. Moral education is not the preserve of a certain privi- 
leged or oppressed caste or class within the group, nor of certain privileged or oppressed 
individuals. Secondly, children are made to understand that the breach of the moral rules 
is very serious and that infringers of moral rules are peculiarly reprehensible, horrible, and 
despicable. They are also taught that certain circumstances are extenuating and others ag- 
gravating and that in certain situations the rules need not be kept. They are taught that 
everyone is expected to observe them and that everyone will be treated in the same way 
when breaking or when observing these rules. Lastly, these rules are taught quite openly 
to everybody and taught in a way which makes it clear that one may be proud of observ- 
ing these rules, of encouraging others to observe them and teach’ them to their children, 
of disapproving of others for not observing them or not teaching them to their children. 

From this last point about universal teaching there follow certain principles, often 
called principles of universalizability, which exclude rules with certain content from being 
part of the morality of any group whatever, since they could not be taught in the way in 
which rules must be capable of being taught if they are to be called moral rules. That this 
is so, shows that certain rules (logically) could not be said to be moral rules of a group. 
Hence it is not necessary to invoke any sort of moral intuition to “see” whether they are 
true or false moral rules. This question does not arise at all. 

Notice that these rules are not self-contradictory, but that their content is such that no 
one who understands the nature of morality could rationally wish them to belong to the 
morality of any group. 

(a) No one could wish a rule to belong to the morality of a group if the rule embodied 
a principle that was se/f-frustrating. For surely it must be possible for moral rules to be ob- 
served by all members of the group. Each member of the group might for instance wish 
to adopt the rule, When you are down ask for help, but don’t ever help another man when 
he is down. But if all members of the group adopted this principle, then their adopting 
the second half of it would frustrate what is obviously the point of adopting the first half, 
namely, to get help when one is down. Such a principle is not, in itself, self-contradictory. 
Any one person may for himself consistently adopt it. But it is clearly a parasitic princi- 
ple. It is useful to anyone only if many people act on the opposite principle. 

(b) The same is true of self-defeating rules. A principle is self-defeating if its point is 
defeated as soon as its adoption by someone is revealed by him, e.g. the principle, Give a 
promise even when you know or think that you can never keep it, or when you don’t in- 
tend to keep it. Now, the very point of giving promises is to reassure and give a guaran- 
tee to the promisee. Hence any remark that throws doubt on the sincerity of the promiser 
will defeat the purpose of making a promise. But clearly to say that one gives promises 
even when one knows or thinks one cannot, or when one does not intend to keep them, is 
to raise such doubts. And to say that one acts on the above principle is to imply that one 
may well give promises in these cases. Hence to reveal that one acts on this principle will 
tend to defeat one’s own purpose. 

But it has already been said that moral rules must be capable of being taught openly. 
Yet this rule is self-defeating if it is taught openly, for then everyone would be known to 
act on it. Hence it cannot belong to the morality of any group. 

(c) Lastly, there are some rules which it is literally impossible to teach in the way the 
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moral rules of a group must be capable of being taught, e.g. the rule “Always assert what 
you don’t think to be the case”. Such morally impossible rules differ from self-frustrating and 
self-defeating rules in that the latter could have been taught in this way, although it would 
have been quite senseless to do so, whereas the former literally cannot be so taught. 

The reason why this rule cannot be taught thus is that the only possible case of acting 
on this principle, doing so secretly, is ruled out by the conditions of moral teaching. 

(i) Consider first someone secretly adopting this principle. His remarks will almost al- 
ways mislead people, for be will be taken to be saying what he thinks true, and in most cases 
what he thinks true will be true. Thus, it will usually be the case that p when he says 
“not-p”, and that not-p when he says “p”, whereas people will take it that p when he says 
“p”, and that not-p when he says “not-p”. Thus communication between him and other 
people breaks down, since they will almost always be misled by him whether he wishes to 
mislead them or not. The possibility of communication depends on the possibility of a 
speaker’s ability at will to say either what he thinks to be the case or what he does not 
think to be the case. Our speaker cannot communicate because by his principle he is forced 
to mislead his hearers. 

Thus, anyone secretly adopting the principle, Always assert what you don’t think to be 
the case, cannot communicate with others since he is bound to mislead them whether he 
wants to or not. Hence he cannot possibly teach the principle to anybody. And if he were 
to teach the principle without having adopted it himself, then although he would be un- 
derstood, yet those who adopted it would not. At any rate, since moral teaching involves rules 
such as the taught may openly avow to be observing, this case is ruled out. A principle which 
is taught for secret acceptance only, cannot be embodied in a mora/ rule of the group. 

(ii) Of course, people might soon come to realize what is the matter with our man. They 
may discover that in order not to be misled by what he says, they only have to substitute 
“p” for “not-p” and vice versa. But if they do this then they have interpreted his way of 
speaking, not as a reversal of the general presumption that one says what one thinks is the 
case (not the opposite), but as a change of the use of “not”. In his language, it will be said, 
“not” has become an affirmation sign, negation being effected by omitting it. Thus, if 
communication is to be possible, we must interpret as a change in usage what is intended 
as the reversal of the presumption that every assertion conveys what the assertor believes 
to be the case. 

Thus, if everyone were, by accident, to adopt simultaneously and secretly our principle 
“Always assert what you think is not the case”, then, for some time at least, communica- 
tion would be impossible. If, on the other hand, it were adopted openly, then communi- 
cation would be possible, but only if the adoption of this principle is accompanied by a 
change in the use of “not” which completely cancels the effect of the adoption of the prin- 
ciple. In that case, however, it can hardly be said that the principle has been adopted. 

(111) However, the case we are considering is neither (i) nor (ii). We are considering the 
case of the open teaching of the principle, Always assert what you don’t think is the case, 
for open acceptance by everybody, which is not to be interpreted as a change in the use of 
“not”. But this is nonsense. We cannot all openly tell one another that we are always going 
to mislead one another in a certain way and insist that we must continue to be misled, 
though we know how we could avoid being misled. 

Thus, this principle could not be embodied in a rule belonging to the morality of any 
group. 

These points are of some general interest in that they clarify some valuable points con- 
tained in Kant’s doctrine of the Categorical Imperative. In particular they clarify the ex- 
pression “can will” contained in the formulation “Act so that thou canst will thy maxim 
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to become a universal law of nature”. “Canst will” in one sense means what I have called 
“morally possible”. That is to say, your maxim must be a formula which is morally possi- 
ble, i.e. which is logically capable of being a rule belonging to the morality of some group, 
as the maxim “Always lie” is not. No one can wish that maxim to be a rule of some mor- 
ality. To say that one is wishing it, is to contradict oneself. One cannot wish it any more 
than one can wish that time should move backwards. 

The second sense of “can will” is that in which no rational person can will certain 
things. Self-frustrating and self defeating moral rules are not morally impossible, they are 
merely senseless. No rational person could wish such rules to become part of any morality. 
That is to say, anyone wishing that they should would thereby expose himself to the charge 
of irrationality, like the person who wishes that he should never attain his ends or that he 
should (for no reason at all) be plagued by rheumatic pains throughout his life. 

But the points made also show the weakness of Kant’s doctrine. For while it is true that 
someone who acts on the maxim “Always lie” acts on a morally impossible one, it is not 
true that every liar necessarily acts on that maxim. For if he acts’on a principle at all, it 
may e.g. be, Lie when it is the only way to avoid harming someone, or Lie when it is help- 
ful to you and harmful to no one else, or Lie when it is entertaining and harmless, and so 
on. Maxims such as these can, of course, be willed in either of the senses explained. 

(iv) That the rule should be taught in the way explained is a necessary but not a suffi- 
cient condition of the rule belonging to the morality of the group. 

Suppose that a group had the rule “Don’t pick your teeth after a meal” and that this 
rule was taught in the way explained and supported by the typically moral pressure. But 
suppose also that, provided you crossed the fingers of your left hand, it was all right to 
pick your teeth after a meal. I think we would not say that such a rule belonged to the 
morality of that group. 

The reason is not far to seek. We would not call this a rule of their morality, because it 
is merely a taboo. We do not allow it to be one of their moral rules, because they allow 
exemption on irrational grounds. Of course, one would have to examine their beliefs fur- 
ther to be sure that this was irrational. It would not necessarily be irrational if they also 
thought and offered some reason for thinking that crossing one’s fingers when picking 
one’s teeth appeased the deity who was incensed by the picking of one’s teeth. We would 
not call a system of taboos a morality, not only because of the frequently odd contents of 
taboos, but also because of the mechanical and irrational nature of the ways in which mem- 
bers can gain exemption. 

(v) It might be thought that I have given the wrong reason for saying that the taboos 
of a group cannot be moral rules of that group; not have said “exemptions on the wrong 
grounds” but just “exemptions”. For it is sometimes held that moral rules do not allow of 
exceptions at all. “Fiat iustitia ruat caelum.” Yet we do not regard a man who kills another 
in self-defence or executioners carrying out death-sentences as murderers or even as wrong- 
doers. Theirs are justified killings. That we so regard them indicates more precisely the 
way we apply the rule “Never kill a man” by showing us one or the other of its legitimate 
exceptions. That we so interpret it does not show, as beginners usually think, that we do 
not really believe killing is wrong or that we have contradictory moral convictions, but it 
shows that, to speak technically, we think killing prima facie wrong, wrong other things 
being equal, wrong in the absence of special justifying factors. 

What, then, are the required principles of making exceptions to a moral rule? It has 
been held that one of the principles is that one must never make an exception in one’s own 
favour. This has been interpreted (and very naturally) as meaning “Never make an excep- 
tion to a moral rule when doing so would be in your own interest”. But this cannot be 
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right, for I am at least as justified in killing a man in my own defence as I am in killing 
one in someone else’s. And often it is just as immoral to make an exception when this is 
in someone else’s interest, e.g. my wife’s, my son’s or my nephew's. In fact, it is quite unim- 
portant in itself in whose favour the exception operates, so long as it was made legiti- 
mately, and it is made legitimately in the case of self-defence. The truth contained in this 
view is simply this, that I must not make exceptions to a moral rule on the principle that I 
will depart from the rule whenever and simply because doing so is in my interest or, for that 
matter, in that of someone else whom I wish to favour. 

Generally speaking, we can say that a man is not treating a rule as moral unless he 
makes exceptions to the rule only in those cases which are themselves provided for by the 
rules of the morality of the group; that is to say, in our case, when the killing was by the 
hangman, in self-defence, of an enemy in war, and perhaps in mercy killing. But this is 
only rough, for it is not the case that we allow the morality of the group itself to provide 
for exceptions in any sorts of cases whatever. We would not, for instance, be satisfied to 
say that the rule, Never kill a human being, did belong to the morality of a group, if the 
rule was supported by the moral pressure, and if the making of exceptions on the grounds 
of self-interest was also supported by the moral pressure, as when a man is condemned for 
not killing another whose fortune he would have acquired. 

(vi) The question we are trying to answer, “When would we say that a given rule was 
a moral rule of a given group?” or “When would we say that a given rule belonged to the 
morality of a given group?”, does, of course, presuppose that the group has a morality. For 
otherwise the question could not arise. On the other hand, having moral rules is one of the 
conditions of a group being said to have a morality. It might, therefore, be thought that 
the group needed only one rule of the right sort, say, Thou shalt not kill, or Thou shalt 
not lie, in order to be said to have a morality. 

But I think this would be a mistake. We have already seen that for any such rule to be 
said to belong to the morality of the group, it must be supported by the right sort of pres- 
sure, be taught in the right sort of way, and be applied in accordance with certain princi- 
ples of exception. But even this is not enough. We would not say of a group that it had a 
morality, even if it had one or several such rules and had all the practices already men- 
tioned unless, in addition, it applied these rules in accordance with certain very general 
principles. Only if it did so apply some rules would we say that the group had a morality, 
and only those which were so applied would be said to belong to the morality of the group. 
The principles I have in mind might be called principles of differentiation and of priority. 

The supreme principle of the application of moral rules is that in the absence of morally 
relevant differences between people moral rules must be applied to everyone alike. If a 
group is to be said to have a morality, it must have certain rules of differentiation. i.e. rules 
which lay down what are to be regarded by group members as morally relevant differences. 

We would be inclined to say of a group that it had no morality if its rules of differenti- 
ation deviated more than a certain amount from the true principles of differentiation. Just 
what these true principles are and just what this maximum amount of deviation is, I can- 
not say now. All I can do at present is to indicate what are our rules of differentiation. (More 
about this later.) Notice also that one of the grounds on which we grade different morali- 
ties as less or more civilized, more or less primitive, less or more advanced, is the amount 
by which they depart from what we regard as the true principles of differentiation. 

The most obvious grounds recognized by our morality for differentiating between dif- 
ferent people are these: 

(i) Breach of a moral rule by someone and consequent forfeiture of the protection of cer- 
tain moral rules. Thus a man who without provocation is attempting to kill another man 
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cannot claim the protection of the moral rule, Thou shalt not kill. If the other man, in 
self-defence, kills him, then the killer cannot be said to be a murderer, as he otherwise 
might have to be. 

(ii) Special effort (greater than standard) and consequent moral claims to special con- 
sideration. Thus a man who has worked hard on a common project is entitled to a greater 
return from the common proceeds than the one who has been idle. 

(iii) Greater or less need (than standard) and consequently fewer or more tasks, duties, 
jobs, obligations. Thus, a man with a large family or one who has lost his eyesight is en- 
titled to special consideration, partly because his need is greater and partly because certain 
duties would be more onerous for him than for others. 

(iv) Special undertakings freely entered into and consequently special obligations to 
carry these out. Thus, a man who has a job as a social worker is not entitled to the grati- 
tude and reward to which another is entitled, who does the same thing without having 
entered into any undertakings. 

The supreme principle of priority lays it down that when two rules clash, i.e. when a per- 
son, by doing one thing, would be breaking one rule and by not doing it, breaking an- 
other, he ought to observe the more important rule and break the less important. Rules of 
priority of a given group provide guidance for the most likely clashes of moral rules. 

Thus, when I know that by lying to his pursuers about his whereabouts I can save the 
life of an innocent man endangered by them, I am in the position of having either to lie 
or to help increase the danger to someone’s life. In making a moral decision on this, I am 
guided by moral rules of priority. Our morality lays it down, I think, that we should lie 
in order not to endanger the innocent man’s life, rather than vice versa. 

If a morality had no rules at all for those cases in which two or more moral rules clash, 
if people sometimes acted in one way and then in another and felt no need for a uniform 
settlement, then one would be inclined to say that the group had no morality. 

This completes my explanation of the first step in answering the moral question “What 
shall I do?” Suppose our agent has found, in this way, that his proposed course was not for- 
bidden by any moral rule of the group nor incompatible with any course of action required 
by such a rule. He has then found a (preliminary) positive answer to his moral question. 
Speaking in this preliminary way, there are no moral objections to doing what he is propos- 
ing to do. He can go ahead. What he is proposing to do is morally all right, is not some- 
thing he morally ought not to do. If, on the other hand, he finds that this line of action is 
contrary to a moral rule of the group, then he has found a (preliminary) negative answer. 


II 


No doubt many people never go further than this. They are like Plato’s well-behaved aux- 
iliaries in never challenging the authority of those who have taught them what is right 
and wrong. But if there is to be moral progress there must be at least some who subject 
the morality of their group to rational scrutiny and attempt to reform it where it is found 
wanting. The view that our morality needs no criticism because it is the word of God Who 
revealed it to us is as detrimental to moral advance as the view that there is no point in 
criticizing it because the juggernaut of history is inexorably pushing it forward in its pre- 
determined grooves anyway. 

Let us then try to understand what such criticism of a morality comes to. Suppose our 
questioner finds that his proposed line of conduct is contrary to a rule of this group mor- 
ality. Suppose also that he is not satisfied to accept uncritically the morality of his group. 
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He will then go on to ask a question which he might formulate in these words, “Granted 
that our morality forbids this course of action, is our morality right in forbidding it?” We 
all understand this question. Most of us have sometimes asked it. We all admit that at 
least a few of our moral convictions may be misguided. Most of us now suspect that cer- 
tain views on poverty and private property widely held in England in the eighteenth cen- 
tury were wrong, and also the nineteenth century views on sex. 

What, then, does such a critically-minded person ask? What sort of doubt is he raising 
about the rules of his group morality? In what ways can the rules of a group morality go 
wrong? 

Consider, to begin with, the analogous case of the expression “religious rule”. It is well 
to remember that the two most important senses of “religious rule” are not parallel to the 
two main senses of “legal rule”, namely, “law” and “lawful rule”. There is no sense of “re- 
ligious rule” which corresponds to “lawful rule”. We would not say of the rule “Don’t pick 
your teeth in public” that it was in any sense religious, just because it was not irreligious; 
although we would say that this rule was legal just because it was not illegal, i.e. was law- 
ful. “Moral rule” is in this respect like “religious rule” and nor like “legal rule”. “Don’t 
pick your teeth in public” would no more be called a moral rule (because in our society 
it is not considered immoral) than it would be called a religious rule (because it is not 
irreligious). 

There is, however, a sense of “religious rule” which is parallel to “legal rule” in the sense 
of “law”. I chink it would not be seriously misleading for our purposes if we said that no 
system of beliefs and rules could be called a religion if it did not contain either supernatu- 
ral beliefs or prescribed rites or rules of worship. If we know that a group has a certain re- 
ligion, we can then tell whether a given rule of a group belongs to its religion or not. In 
the case, for instance, of the Christian religion, it is easy to tell that a rule is religious, 
namely, if it is contained in one of the sacred books. 

Even so, there are rather different sorts of rule in the Holy Scriptures. 

(i) Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image or any likeness of anything that is 
in the heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 

(ii) But if the ox were wont to push with his horn in time past, and it hath been testi- 
fied to his owner, and he hath not kept him in, but that he hath killed a man or a woman; 
the ox shall be stoned, and his owner also shall be put to death. 

Both these rules are religious rules, in a sense corresponding to that which makes cer- 
tain rules legal rules, i.e. laws: being part of the system. But we must now take notice that 
there is another sense of “religious rule” in which they are not both religious rules. Rule 
(ii) about the ox is not, in this sense, religious, whereas clearly rule (i) is. Religious Jews 
would not feel that they were sinning if they broke the rule concerning the ox, but they 
would do so if they broke rule (i), even though both these rules are held to have been re- 
vealed by God on Mount Sinai. 

We thus distinguish between those rules which are, as I shall say, genuinely religious, and 
those which merely happen to be part of the religion of the group. We may similarly distin- 
guish between those moral rules of the group which are genuinely moral and those which 
merely happen to be part of the morality of the group. 

Let us make this distinction a little clearer. As we have seen, a rule will be said to be- 
long to the morality of the group (provided the group has a morality), if it is treated in all 
the important respects in the way in which a genuinely moral rule ought to be treated; if 
it is taught in the way indicated, if it is applied in accordance with the moral principles 
of making exceptions, if it passes the universalization tests, if rule-breakers are dealt with 
in the specifically moral way, and perhaps some other things. 
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On the other hand, even if a rule does satisfy all these conditions, we may still have 
misgivings about it. Take the rule “Don’t eat beans” or “Don’t walk under ladders”. Like 
the rules “Don’t kill a human being” or “Don’t lie”, these rules might satisfy all the con- 
ditions necessary in order to be said to belong to the morality of some group. But even 
when they satisfy these conditions, we think that they ought not to belong to any morality. 
The first of these rules may perhaps have a place in a treatise on health foods, and the sec- 
ond is a mere superstition. They may belong to, but neither belongs ¿n a morality. How, 
then, do we distinguish the genuine from the spurious, among the rules actually belong- 
ing to the morality of a group? 

Let us remember that doing this is the task of a critic of a morality. Hence we need to 
lay bare the standards employed in this task. There seem to me to be four ways of getting 
at these standards. (A) In the first place, we already have some idea of what point of view 
we actually adopt when we perform this task. We only need to remind ourselves of it and 
make it explicit. (B) Secondly, we have the paradigms of genuinely moral rules, such as 
“Don’t kill any human being”, “Don’t lie”, “Don’t be cruel”. With regard to these rules 
we are more certain to be right than with regard to any other rules and principles. Hence 
an examination of the characteristics of these rules as opposed to obviously spurious ones, 
like “Don’t eat beans”, will help us to work out the principles by which we distinguish 
between genuinely moral and spurious rules. (C) Thirdly, we already have a fair idea of 
some of the principles we are using in this job. (D) Lastly, we have some idea of the rela- 
tive merit of moralities as a whole. We already grade them as primitive and advanced, 
crude and civilized, lower and higher, and so on. But since these gradings of whole morali- 
ties depend, at least to some extent, on whether a morality contains fewer or more of the 
genuinely moral rules than of the spurious ones, this too helps us to arrive at the truth. 
Arriving at the truth in this matter consists in following up these beginnings, pressing as 
far as possible the various implication contained in them, and making them consistent and 
sensible. 

Ad (A). I take the following to be the point of view which we adopt when we perform 
the task of a critic of a morality. I shall call it the point of view of morality. We are adopt- 
ing it if we regard the rules belonging to the morality of the group as designed to regu- 
late the behaviour of people all of whom are to be treated as equally important “centres” 
of cravings, impulses, desires, needs, aims, and aspirations; as people with ends of their 
own, all of which are entitled, prima facie, to be attained. (I take this to be the meaning of 
“treating them as ends in themselves and not merely as means to one’s own ends”.) The 
pursuits and wishes and ends of none of these goal-seekers are to be subordinated without 
special justification to those of any one or any group of them. From this point of view every 
one of these individuals is required to modify his impulsive behaviour, his endeavours, and 
his plans by observing certain rules, the genuinely moral rules. These forbid any indi- 
vidual’s pursuit, even that of his own greatest good, if it is at the expense of the legitimate 
pursuits of others, at the same time indicating whose pursuit has to be abandoned in the 
case of conflicts (e.g. “Don’t kill anyone except in self-defence, etc.”); or they direct or 
admit him to the performance of certain ministrations to or by others because of his either 
being in a certain social position (teacher, soldier, etc.), or his finding himself in certain 
social relations to others (female dependant, beneficiary), or having inflicted certain things 
on others or suffered them at their hands (maiming, deceiving someone, etc.) 

It is worth noting that this point of view differs from that of an Enlightened Egoist. 
The latter regards other people as complicated and subtle organisms who tend to compete 
with him for the good things in life but who, if properly handled, can be made to serve 
him the better to attain his own ends. An Enlightened Egoist must be and is prepared for 
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other people to be similarly engaged in the pursuit of their own good and for each to sub- 
ordinate the good of others to his own, i.e. to pursue his own good whenever possible, even 
to the detriment of others. 

The job of a critic of morality may also be confused with that of some sort of legal leg- 
islator. For both moral rules and laws are rules for members of groups, both in the ideal 
case applying to all members alike, both varying from group to group inasmuch as the 
exigencies of life, the technical means and the social arrangements vary, and both designed 
to protect each individual in the pursuit of his own good (made possible within the frame- 
work of his society) from any interference and abuse of the social devices by others. But 
while there are similarities, there also are decisive differences. 

There are a number of quite different jobs to be performed in the field of law and in 
the field of morality. In the field of law a man may perform the task of a legal critic, of a 
legal reformer, or of a legislator. The job of legal critic is to examine the legal system of 
his group and to ferret out weaknesses and devise improvements. It is not his job to pub- 
licize the weaknesses or to campaign for their removal. That is the job of the legal reformer. 
The task of the legislator is to create new law. He merely uses the existing machinery of 
legislation. The job of the critic is the invention of improvements, the job of the reformer 
is the preparation of public opinion, the job of the legislator is the setting in motion of 
the legal machinery. 

In the field of morality there are only two comparable jobs, that of the critic of a mor- 
ality and of the moral reformer. For reasons already mentioned there could not be the job 
of a moral legislator. When public opinion has been swayed, the morality of the group has 
already been changed. The group is then ready for legal changes, but the actual legal 
changes have yet to come. Legal authority rests with the legislator, moral authority with 
the public. 

The critic’s job differs from that of the reformer in being theoretical rather than prac- 
tical. A thinker can criticize the law or the morality of the Ancients, he cannot reform it. 
The critic may consider all sorts of past, present or future possibilities, the reformer con- 
siders only immediate practical future possibilities. There is no doubt that the institution 
of slavery was a shortcoming of the morality of the Ancients. There is considerable doubt 
whether the abolition of slavery should have been on the programme of an ancient moral 
reformer. 

There is a further important difference. Both the legal critic and the critic of morality 
may and should adopt the point of view of morality. But if the legal critic adopts it, he 
imposes on himself certain extraneous restrictions; if the critic of morality adopts it, he 
does not. If the legal critic does not adopt it, he may still be a legal critic; if the critic of 
morality does not adopt it, he cannot be a critic of morality. If the legal critic correctly 
criticizes law from the moral point of view, his criticisms will be morally justified, but 
they may be incompetent from the lawyers’ point of view. If the critic of morality criti- 
cizes a morality from the point of view of morality, his criticism will be morally justified 
and that is all it needs to be. 

It should now be clear what sort of a task it is to distinguish the genuine from the spu- 
rious among the rules actually belonging to the morality of a given group. It is the task 
of a critic of a morality. We all have this task in that, as moral beings, we are normally 
guided by the moral convictions of our group which we absorb in the course of our 
upbringing. It is our task as critics to examine this group morality, our task as moral 
reformers to attempt to bring about the removal of glaring inadequacies and needed 
improvements. 

Ad (B). I have now completed my discussion of the point of view appropriate for a critic 
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of the morality of his group. If my sketch of that point of view was accurate, it should en- 
able us to say something about the principles governing the critic’s work. In particular, if 
from the point of view of morality we look upon human beings as equally engaged in the 
pursuit of their legitimate interests, we would expect one of the principles by which we 
test group moralities to be this, that a genuine moral rule must be for the good of human 
beings. And since, from the point of view of morality, all are to be regarded equally, we 
would expect that the rules should affect everyone alike. 

These points are confirmed independently, if we consider such paradigms of moral rules 
as Thou shalt not kill, Thou shalt not be cruel, Thou shalt not break promises, Thou shalt 
not lie. It certainly would seem to be for the good of all human beings alike that rules like 
these are part of the morality of groups. 

Ad (C). This can be seen more clearly if we turn to our third way of getting at the stan- 
dards employed, in criticizing an existing morality, namely, the consideration of the prin- 
ciples which we actually find ourselves using in this job. If we investigated what more ex- 
actly is meant by saying that the inclusion of a certain rule in the morality of a given group 
is for the good of human beings alike, by trying it out in a number of individual cases, we 
find that the application of this general principle tallies with our actual practice as critics 
of a morality. When would a rule be said to be for the good of human beings? 

(a) In the first place, a rule must wot be harmful. But it will be said to be harmful if 
(i) acting in accordance with it is harmful to the agent (e.g. “If your eye offends you, pluck 
it out”); (ii) one man’s acting on it is harmful to many people, including the agent (e.g. 
“If you want to have a really pleasant drive, get drunk first”); (iii) one man’s acting in ac- 
cordance with it is harmful to others but not to the agent (e.g. “If you can get away with 
it, cheat in business”): (iv) everybody’s or many people’s, but not a single person’s acting 
in accordance with it, is generally detrimental (e.g. “Turn on the current during the re- 
stricted hours”). 

A few words must be said in explanation of cases (i) and (iv). In both cases the tests are 
tests of rules, not of particular acts. (i) says that a rule requiring of people behaviour harm- 
ful to themselves is, other things being equal, not a genuinely moral rule even if it be- 
longs to the morality of a group. But this must not be confused with the question whether 
a particular act harmful to the agent and known to him to be so, is morally wrong. Such 
an act would be morally wrong only if this sort of act, whether harmful or not, or if harm- 
ing oneself in any manner whatsoever, were contrary to a genuine moral rule of that group. 
But this is the opposite of the case we are considering, namely, the case of a rule enjoining 
(not forbidding) what is harmful to the agent. A rule which forbids what is harmful to the 
agent may, of course, belong to the morality of a group. 

It is characteristic e.g. of bourgeois morality that certain types of prudent behaviour are 
regarded as virtues (the observation of moral rules) and certain imprudent ones as vices 
(contrary to moral rules forbidding what is harmful to oneself), e.g. taking excercise, sav- 
ing money, working hard, on the one hand, and smoking, drinking, neglecting one’s 
health on the other. It is not clear whether these types of behaviour are so regarded be- 
cause they tend to be harmful or useful, respectively, to the agent, or because they usually 
also tend to be harmful or useful to others. In my opinion, it is only if they really are harm- 
ful to others that these lines of action can rightly be regarded as vices. 

An analogous distinction must be borne in mind when considering case (iv): there I 
have mentioned as reason for saying that a rule is not genuinely moral that everyone’s or 
many people’s acting in accordance with it would be generally detrimental. This too, is 
quite different from saying that a particular line of conduct is wrong because everyone’s or 
many people’s doing this sort of thing would be generally detrimental. In the notorious 
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“landlady argument”, “You can’t use the iron just whenever you like, Miss Thompson; 
what if everybody were to do that!”, the imaginary “universalization” does not test an ex- 
isting moral rule—no one thinks of the rule, Use the iron whenever you like, as a rule of 
our morality—rather, it is supposed to be a test of a particular line of action. Let us be 
quite clear about the difference. 

Suppose that there is a power shortage and that it is widely held that restrictions would 
be necessary if the supply is not to break down. 

Take first the case of a society in which there are no regulations to cope with this. The 
legislator may then consider the imposition of restrictions on the use of electric appliances. 
Among /is reasons for ¿introducing this sort of legislation could be our argument in case (iv), 
namely, that if everybody or many people were to continue using these appliances at all 
times, the power supply would break down. If this is true, then it would be an excellent 
reason for introducing this piece of legislation and, unless there were reasons against doing 
so, the legislator would be to some extent to blame if he failed to do so. 

In the absence of such legislation there would seem to be two possibilities: either the 
case is already covered by a moral rule of the group or it is not. In the first case it would 
clearly be morally wrong to use any electric appliances extensively. I am entitled to do so 
only if I have a special reason, as when J am ill and must have a radiator going continu- 
ously. In this case, if I really know that my turning on the radiator will not make any dif- 
ference to the power supply, my justification for not observing the moral rule gains weight. 

It may, of course, be difficult to decide whether the case is already covered by a rule or 
principle belonging to the morality of a given group. There is no doubt, for instance, that 
our morality does not contain the specific rule “Do not use electric appliances for more 
than an hour a day”, although it does or did contain other similarly specific rules, such as 
“It is wrong for women to have careers of their own” or “It is wrong for girls to use make- 
up”. But it is not quite so obvious that our morality does not contain the rule “It is morally 
wrong to do that the doing of which by everyone or very many people (but not by one 
alone) would be harmful”, which would cover our case. It may be said that we do have this 
rule because it is simply a specific case under the principle of fairness and we do have the 
principle of fairness, which in one of its forms runs as follows: “Take no unfair advantage, 
that is to say, no advantage which, in the circumstances, it would be harmful to grant to 
anyone and everyone”. That our morality contains this principle can be seen from the fact 
that words like “shirking”, “malingering”, “not pulling one’s weight” on the one hand and 
“taking more than one’s fair share” on the other have negative “moral tone”. It seems, 
therefore, reasonably certain that our morality contains the principle of fairness and that 
the general rule covering our example is a special application of it. If this is right, then it 
would be wrong by our moral standards to use the radiator in periods of known power 
shortage, whether or not there is a specific regulation prohibiting such use. 

It would take too long to consider whether there could be moralities that contained no 
rules covering our case, and what we would say in such cases (if there were any) about the 
question whether, in the absence of specific legislation forbidding the use of radiators, it 
would be morally wrong to use them in times of known power shortage. All that can be 
said is that even if in such a society it could not be shown to be wrong, it would still be 
wrong, if it is true that the rule of fairness ought to belong to any morality whatsoever and 
if our case is covered by that rule. 

But now consider the case where the appropriate legislation has already been intro- 
duced. Then it is (prima facie) morally wrong to infringe this legislation, since any bona 
fide law or regulation has the moral backing. One may argue with the legislator about the 
need for such regulations, but as a citizen one must obey them while they are in force. The 


THE POINT OF VIEW OF MORALITY SDO 


reason for this is not that if everyone used his radiator the power supply would break down, 
but simply that there is a bona fide regulation against it. A citizen can, of course, agitate 
for the repeal of any piece of legislation, but until then he must (other things being equal) 
obey them, whether he thinks them necessary or unnecessary, good or bad laws. 

It is, therefore, simply irrelevant to this issue that my own use of the radiator will make 
little or no difference. It is wrong to turn it on, even if I know that, because everybody 
else is law-abiding, no one else will do so and that, therefore, my doing so will make no 
difference. It is wrong to turn it on even if I know that everybody else will do so and that, 
therefore, the power supply will break down anyway. I have an excuse for breaking the 
regulation, if I have a special overriding ground for doing so, as when I am ill and must 
have warmth, but even then I should try to get a permit to do so. Here again my knowl- 
edge (if I know) that my turning on the radiator will make no difference, gives added force 
to my excuse for breaking the regulations. 

Of course, all this holds only for valid bona fide laws and regulations. That a law or regu- 
lation is valid is determined by legal tests; that it is bona fide is not a legal matter. If a law 
enjoins what is known to be immoral because contrary to a moral principle of the group, 
then the law is not bona fide. In this case it is morally wrong to obey the law unless the 
consequences of disobeying it are morally worse than the consequences of obeying it. If, 
on the other hand, a law is wilfully unnecessary, i.e. such that everyone can see plainly that 
the law is unnecessary, as would be the case with the possible law “No women must smoke 
in the street” or “No New Australians must be served intoxicating liquor”, then neither 
obeying it nor disobeying it while trying to avoid being caught is morally wrong. But this 
applies only to plainly wilfully unnecessary laws or plain chicaneries. If a law is in fact un- 
necessary, but it is still a highly disputable question whether it is unnecessary or if it is 
unnecessary, but not at all plainly so, then the law must be regarded as bona fide and, there- 
fore, as morally binding. 

(6) A further condition that must be satisfied if a rule is to be said to be for the good of 
human beings is that it must not impose any unnecessary restrictions. “Don’t eat beans” is a 
rule which is unsuitable for inclusion on this score. 

(c) Lastly, a rule is for the good of human beings if it promotes the good of some peo- 
ple, provided it does not violate any of the other conditions, especially of unjustifiably and 
necessarily harming or tending to harm some people. “Be kind to others”, “Give to char- 
ity’, “Be generous”, “Help your aged parents” and so on belong in this group. 

Here again, the difference between the justification of individual acts and rules should 
be noted. It is wrong not to look after one’s aged parents because there is in our morality 
a rule to that effect, and this rule is rightly part of our morality because it promotes the 
good of certain people and prevents harm to which they are exposed in the special condi- 
tions of our society. If the aged were cared for by the state and the rule ceased to be part 
of our morality, then it would no longer be morally wrong not to assist one’s aged parents, 
although it might still not be wrong or might even be meritorious to do so. 

On the other hand, it is not morally wrong not to be generous because no rule of our mor- 
ality makes generosity compulsory. Generosity is merely meritorious. Or rather, we mean by 
“generosity” that amount of assistance to others which goes beyond that which is compul- 
sory. As our moral and economic standards rise, more and more in the way of mutual assis- 
tance is required of us as a matter of course. Generosity and charity begin after that. 

Ad (D). We can now turn to our last approach towards the standards of criticism of a mor- 
ality: the grading of various different moralities. We say of some moralities that they are higher 
or lower, more or less advanced, more or less primitive or civilized, more or less developed or 
evolved than others. What are the standards in accordance with which we grade these? 
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The most obvious method of weighing moralities is according to the proportion of 
genuine over spurious moral rules. This is not a matter of mere counting, for some rules 
are more important than others: the rule “Don’t kill any human being” is much more im- 
portant than the rule “Don’t be grumpy”. 

But there are other methods. We have seen above (p. 117) that a group in order to be 
clearly said to have a morality must have rules governing the making of exceptions to 
moral rules. We have distinguished above two sets of such rules, those concerning dis- 
crimination between different sets of people, and those governing conflicts between moral 
rules. We have mentioned the most obvious such rules of our morality, but have said noth- 
ing about what are the correct principles that should govern them. For obviously it is par- 
ticularly in these fields that one morality differs from another. Racial theories, class and 
caste systems, nationalism, and so on are phenomena in which differences of rules of dis- 
crimination play an important part. 

Take first the rules of discrimination. These are based on one basic principle, that of 
non-discrimination, i.e., the principle that all rules gva moral apply to everyone alike. 
That is to say, a moral rule must not discriminate between people, i.e. differentiate be- 
tween them on morally irrelevant grounds, where a morally relevant ground of differenti- 
ation is one which reveals differences of moral desert. The system of these grounds of dif- 
ferentiation rests on the principle of equality, that to begin with, all other things being 
equal, i.e. unless there are some specific grounds for differentiation, all moral rules must, 
therefore, be equally applied to all. 

But what can we say are the correct principles in accordance with which a group should 
recognize grounds of differentiation? I think we can say that those are correct which them- 
selves satisfy all the tests which a genuine moral rule must satisfy. 

We do, for instance, distinguish between parents and others in respect of what they owe 
their children because we think it for the good of human beings that someone in particular 
should have the responsibility for the care of the young and we think it most natural and, 
in our social set-up, best that the parents should have this responsibility. 

The same thing is true, mutatis mutandis, of the rules of priority. These, too, must pass 
all the tests for genuine moral rules. If they pass these tests, then they are not merely rules 
of priority belonging to our group morality, but genuine rules of moral priority. 

One more point in this connection. We have seen reason to think that if a group did 
not have any rules of differentiation or priority or if those it had were totally different from, 
perhaps contrary to the best ones, we would have reason to doubt whether the group in 
question had a morality at all. On the other hand, it is not necessary that these rules of 
discrimination and priority should be exactly in accordance with the best ones. Here there 
is the possibility of a gradual approximation to the ideal. It has often been pointed out 
that in the history of mankind we find a gradual extension of the application of rules of 
morality first to ever larger groups and then to people outside any particular group. Chris- 
tianity, by the introduction of the notion of Equality in the eyes of God, All men being 
the children of God, All men being brothers, and so on, has contributed much to this 
spread. But we do not deny that a group has a morality simply because it does not extend 
the application of its moral rules equally to everyone. 

We can thus say that there are certain minimal requirements which must be fulfilled if 
the group is to be said to have a morality at all. If these are fufilled, we speak of varying 
degrees of perfection of a morality, depending on the degree of approximation to a certain 
ideal. 

This completes the answer to our main question. We have seen that “What shall I do?” 
is a moral question if and only if it is asked with a view to getting an answer that can stand 
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up to certain complicated tests. We have seen what these tests are. We make sure first that 
the proposed course of action is not contrary to a moral rule of the agent’s group, and sec- 
ondly that, if it is, this rule is not a genuine moral rule. Concerning the first step, we have 
seen that every member of a group that can be said to have a morality is taught the rules 
belonging to that morality. I have mentioned tests for telling whether a given rule does or 
does not belong to the morality of one’s group, and tests for telling whether a rule is genu- 
inely moral. With this information it is possible to answer the moral question “What shall 
I do?” One has to rely on one’s moral education for supplying the first answer to whether 
or not a proposed line of conduct is contrary to a moral rule of the group. If one has found 
a rule which one has been taught as a moral rule of the group and to which the proposed 
line of conduct is contrary, then one can, by applying the tests I have mentioned, make 
sure whether it is really wrong. It is really morally wrong if it is contrary to a rule which 
is really a rule belonging to the morality of the group and which is also genuinely moral. 
I have said nothing about the more difficult cases when the line of conduct is contrary to 
a moral rule belonging to the group which is not genuinely moral (e.g. “No sports on Sun- 
days”), and the case when it is contrary to a genuinely moral rule which is not part of the 
morality of the agent’s group (e.g. “Don’t discriminate against Jews”). 

Finally, it should be noticed that “What shall I do?” is a moral question asked by a par- 
ticular agent belonging to a particular group, and cannot be answered zn abstracto. On the 
other hand, the critical testing of moralities is done by means of standards and against 
principles which are not tied to any group. “What shall I do?”, when it is moral question, 
is asked from within a culture, but it involves the asking and answering of questions which 
would be the same in any culture context whatsoever. But this does not mean that these 
questions would receive the same answers in every culture context. “Parents, not the State, 
must look after children” may be a genuinely moral rule in one society but not in another, 
although the principles in accordance with which this is settled are the same in both cases. 

How simple-minded it is to look for the one feature that marks off the moral judgment 
or utterance from other sorts. The moral agent asks moral questions and answers them 
with a view to doing something. The moral critic asks and answers the question whether 
a particular agent has acted in accordance with or contrary to the moral rules of his soci- 
ety, with a view to judging his moral merit. The critic of a morality, on the other hand, 
asks and answers the question whether any of its rules are spurious, or whether any gen- 
uine moral rules are missing, or perhaps whether this morality is more or less advanced or 
civilized than certain others. The moral reformer “sees” that certain rules belonging to the 
morality of his group are not genuinely moral rules, or that certain rules which would be 
genuinely moral rules, if they were part, are not part of the morality of his group, and ad- 
vocates the necessary reform. Here “intuition” is the proper word to use. 

But while all these people busy with all these different tasks are employing moral 
terms, moral arguments, and moral reasons, while they all engage in moral talk, it is surely 
absurd to think that they are all uttering quasi-imperatives or are all expressing or arous- 
ing specific emotions or attitudes or feelings, or that they are all trying to persuade some- 
one to change his attitudes, or to give him moral advice, or pass moral judgment on him. 
Surely, they are sometimes doing one, sometimes another of these things. 


Note 


l. Abridged version of a paper read to the Annual Congress of the A.A.P.P. in Melbourne in 
August, 1953. 


25. GILBERT HARMAN 


Gilbert Harman (1938- ) is Professor of Philosophy at Princeton University. He argues that 
moral beliefs are incapable of the sort of empirical confirmation characteristic of scientific be- 
liefs and explores the implications of this difference between morality and science for the issue 
of whether there are any objective moral facts. 


The Nature of Morality 


ETHICS AND OBSERVATION 


1. The Basic Issue 


Can moral principles be tested and confirmed in the way scientific principles can? Con- 
sider the principle that, if you are given a choice between five people alive and one dead 
or five people dead and one alive, you should always choose to have five people alive and 
one dead rather than the other way round. We can easily imagine examples that appear to 
confirm this principle. Here is one: 


You are a doctor in a hospital’s emergency room when six accident victims are brought in. All 
six are in danger of dying but one is much worse off than the others. You can just barely save 
that person if you devote all of your resources to him and let the others die. Alternatively, you 
can save the other five if you are willing to ignore the most seriously injured person. 


It would seem that in this case you, the doctor, would be right to save the five and let 
the other person die. So this example, taken by itself, confirms the principle under con- 
sideration. Next, consider the following case. 


You have five patients in the hospital who are dying, each in need of a separate organ. One 
needs a kidney, another a lung, a third a heart, and so forth. You can save all five if you take 
a single healthy person and remove his heart, lungs, kidneys, and so forth, to distribute to 
these five patients. Just such a healthy person is in Room 306. He is in the hospital for rou- 
tine tests. Having seen his test results, you know that he is perfectly healthy and of the right 
tissue compatibility. If you do nothing, he will survive without incident; the other patients 
will die, however. The other five patients can be saved only if the person in Room 306 is cut 
up and his organs distributed. In that case, there would be one dead but five saved. 


The principle in question tells us that you should cut up the patient in Room 306. But 
in this case, surely you must not sacrifice this innocent bystander, even to save the five 
other patients. Here a moral principle has been tested and disconfirmed in what may seem 
to be a surprising way. 


From The Nature of Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977). Reprinted with permission. 
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This, of course, was a “thought experiment.” We did not really compare a hypothesis 
with the world. We compared an explicit principle with our feelings about certain imag- 
ined examples. In the same way, a physicist performs thought experiments in order to com- 
pare explicit hypotheses with his “sense” of what should happen in certain situations, a 
“sense” that he has acquired as a result of his long working familiarity with current theory. 
But scientific hypotheses can also be tested in real experiments, out in the world. 

Can moral principles be tested in the same way, out in the world? You can observe 
someone do something, but can you ever perceive the rightness or wrongness of what he 
does? If you round a corner and see a group of young hoodlums pour gasoline on a cat and 
ignite it, you do not need to conclude that what they are doing is wrong; you do not need 
to figure anything out; you can see that it is wrong. But is your reaction due to the actual 
wrongness of what you see or is it simply a reflection of your moral “sense,” a “sense” that 
you have acquired perhaps as a result of your moral upbringing? 


2. Observation 


The issue is complicated. There are no pure observations. Observations are always “theory 
laden.” What you perceive depends to some extent on the theory you hold, consciously or 
unconsciously. You see some children pour gasoline on a cat and ignite it. To really see 
that, you have to possess a great deal of knowledge, know about a considerable number of 
objects, know about people: that people pass through the life stages infant, baby, child, 
adolescent, adult. You must know what flesh and blood animals are, and in particular, cats. 
You must have some idea of life. You must know what gasoline is, what burning is, and 
much more. In one sense, what you “see” is a pattern of light on your retina, a shifting 
array of splotches, although even that is theory, and you could never adequately describe 
what you see in that sense. In another sense, you see what you do because of the theories 
you hold. Change those theories and you would see something else, given the same pat- 
tern of light. 

Similarly, if you hold a moral view, whether it is held consciously or unconsciously, you 
will be able to perceive rightness or wrongness, goodness or badness, justice or injustice. 
There is no difference in this respect between moral propositions and other theoretical 
propositions. If there is a difference, it must be found elsewhere. 

Observation depends on theory because perception involves forming a belief as a fairly 
direct result of observing something; you can form a belief only if you understand the rele- 
vant concepts and a concept is what it is by virtue of its role in some theory or system of 
beliefs. To recognize a child as a child is to employ, consciously or unconsciously, a con- 
cept that is defined by its place in a framework of the stages of human life. Similarly, burn- 
ing is an empty concept apart from its theoretical connections to the concepts of heat, de- 
struction, smoke, and fire. 

Moral concepts—Right and Wrong, Good and Bad, Justice and Injustice—also have a 
place in your theory or system of beliefs and are the concepts they are because of their con- 
text. If we say that observation has occurred whenever an opinion is a direct result of per- 
ception, we must allow that there is moral observation, because such an opinion can be a 
moral opinion as easily as any other sort. In this sense, observation may be used to con- 

firm or disconfirm moral theories. The observational opinions that, in this sense, you find 
yourself with can be in either agreement or conflict with your consciously explicit moral 
principles. When they are in conflict, you must choose between your explicit theory and 
observation. In ethics, as in science, you sometimes opt for theory, and say that you made 
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an error in observation or were biased or whatever, or you sometimes opt for observation, 
and modify your theory. 

In other words, in both science and ethics, general principles are invoked to explain 
particular cases and, therefore, in both science and ethics, the general principles you ac- 
cept can be tested by appealing to particular judgments that certain things are right or 
wrong, just or unjust, and so forth; and these judgments are analogous to direct percep- 
tual judgments about facts. 


3. Observational Evidence 


Nevertheless, observation plays a role in science that it does not seem to play in ethics. 
The difference is that you need to make assumptions about certain physical facts to ex- 
plain the occurrence of the observations that support a scientific theory, but you do not 
seem to need to make assumptions about any moral facts to explain the occurrence of the 
so-called moral observations I have been talking about. In the moral case, it would seem 
that you need only make assumptions about the psychology or moral sensibility of the 
person making the moral observation. In the scientific case, theory is tested against the 
world. 

The point is subtle but important. Consider a physicist making an observaion to test a 
scientific theory. Seeing a vapor trail in a cloud chamber, he thinks, “There goes a proton.” 
Let us suppose that this is an observation in the relevant sense, namely, an immediate judg- 
ment made in response to the situation without any conscious reasoning having taken 
place. Let us also suppose that his observation confirms his theory, a theory that helps give 
meaning to the very term “proton” as it occurs in his observational judgment. Such a con- 
firmation rests on inferring an explanation. He can count his making the observation as 
confirming evidence for his theory only to the extent that it is reasonable to explain his 
making the observation by assuming that, not only is he in a certian psychological “set,” 
given the theory he accepts and his beliefs about the experimental apparatus, but further- 
more, there really was a proton going through the cloud chamber, causing the vapor trail, 
which he saw as a proton. (This is evidence for the theory to the extent that the theory can 
explain the proton’s being there better than competing theories can.) But, if his having 
made that observation could have been equally well explained by his psychological set 
alone, without the need for any assumption about a proton, then the observation would 
not have been evidence for the existence of that proton and therefore would not have been 
evidence for the theory. His making the observation supports the theory only because, in 
order to explain his making the observation, it is reasonable to assume something about 
the world over and above the assumptions made about the observer’s psychology. In par- 
ticular, it is reasonable to assume that there was a proton going through the cloud cham- 
ber, causing the vapor trail. 

Compare this case with one in which you make a moral judgment immediately and 
without conscious reasoning, say, that the children are wrong to set the cat on fire or that 
the doctor would be wrong to cut up one healthy patient to save five dying patients. In 
order to explain your making the first of these judgments, it would be reasonable to as- 
sume, perhaps, that the children really are pouring gasoline on a cat and you are seeing 
them do it. But, in neither case is there any obvious reason to assume anything about 
“moral facts,” such as that it really is wrong to set the cat on fire or to cut up the patient 
in Room 306. Indeed, an assumption about moral facts would seem to be totally irrele- 
vant to the explanation of your making the judgment you make. It would seem that all 
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we need assume is that you have certain more or less well articulated moral principles that 
are reflected in the judgments you make, based on your moral sensibility. It seems to be 
completely irrelevant to our explanation whether your intuitive immediate judgment is 
true or false. 

The observation of an event can provide observational evidence for or against a scien- 
tific theory in the sense that the truth of that observation can be relevant to a reasonable 
explanation of why that observation was made. A moral observation does not seem, in the 
same sense, to be observational evidence for or against any moral theory, since the truth or 
falsity of the moral observation seems to be completely irrelevant to any reasonable expla- 
nation of why that observation was made. The fact that an observation of an event was 
made at the time it was made is evidence not only about the observer but also about the 
physical facts. The fact that you made a particular moral observation when you did does 
not seem to be evidence about moral facts, only evidence about you and your moral sensi- 
bility. Facts about protons can affect what you observe, since a proton passing through the 
cloud chamber can cause a vapor trail that reflects light to your eye in a way that, given 
your scientific training and psychological set, leads you to judge that what you see is a pro- 
ton. But there does not seem to be any way in which the actual rightness or wrongness of 
a given situation can have any effect on your perceptual apparatus. In this respect, ethics 
seems to differ from science. 

In considering whether moral principles can help explain observations, it is therefore 
important to note an ambiguity in the word “observation.” You see the children set the 
cat on fire and immediately think, “That’s wrong.” In one sense, your observation is that 
what the children are doing is wrong. In another sense, your observation is your thinking 
that thought. Moral observations might explain observations in the first sense but not in 
the second sense. Certain moral principles might help to explain why it was wrong of the 
children to set the cat on fire, but moral principles seem to be of no help in explaining 
your thinking that that is wrong. In the first sense of “observation”, moral principles can be 
tested by observation—“That this act is wrong is evidence that causing unnecessary suf- 
fering is wrong.” But in the second sense of “observation,” moral principles cannot clearly 
be tested by observation, since they do not appear to help explain observations in this sec- 
ond sense of “observation.” Moral principles do not seem to help explain your observing 
what you observe. 

Of course, if you are already given the moral principle that it is wrong to cause unnec- 
essary suffering, you can take your seeing the children setting the cat on fire as observa- 
tional evidence that they are doing something wrong. Similarly, you can suppose that your 
seeing the vapor trail is observational evidence that a proton is going through the cloud 
chamber, if you are given the relevant physical theory. But there is an important apparent 
difference between the two cases. In the scientific case, your making that observation is it- 
self evidence for the physical theory because the physical theory explains the proton, which 
explains the trail, which explains your observation. In the moral case, your making your 
observation does not seem to be evidence for the relevant moral principle because chat 
principle does not seem to help explain your observation. The explanatory chain from prin- 
ciple to observation seems to be broken in morality. The moral principle may “explain” 
why it is wrong for the children to set the cat on fire. But the wrongness of that act does 
not appear to help explain the act, which you observe, itself. The explanatory chain ap- 
pears to be broken in such a way that neither the moral principle nor the wrongness of the 
act can help explain why you observe what you observe. 

A qualification may seem to be needed here. Perhaps the children perversely set the cat 
on fire simply “because it is wrong.” Here it may seem at first that the actual wrongness 
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of the act does help explain why they do it and therefore indirectly helps explain why you 
observe what you observe just as a physical theory, by explaining why the proton is pro- 
ducing a vapor trail, indirectly helps explain why the observer observes what he observes. 
But on reflection we must agree that this is probably an illusion. What explains the chil- 
dren’s act is not clearly the actual wrongness of the act but, rather, their belief that the act 
is wrong. The actual rightness or wrongness of their act seems to have nothing to do with 
why they do it. 

Observational evidence plays a part in science it does not appear to play in ethics, be- 
cause scientific principles can be justified ultimately by their role in explaining observa- 
tions, in the second sense of observation—by their explanatory role. Apparently, moral 
principles cannot be justified in the same way. It appears to be true that there can be no 
explanatory chain between moral principles and particular observings in the way that 
there can be such a chain between scientific principles and particular observings. Con- 
ceived as an explanatory theory, morality, unlike science, seems to be cut off from ob- 
servation. 

Not that every legitimate scientific hypothesis is susceptible to direct observational 
testing. Certain hypothesis about “black holes” in space cannot be directly tested, for 
example, because no signal is emitted from within a black hole. The connection with 
observation in such a case is indirect. And there are many similar examples. Neverthe- 
less, seen in the large, there is the apparent difference between science and ethics we 
have noted. The scientific realm is accessible to observation in a way the moral realm 
is not. 


4. Ethics and Mathematics 


Perhaps ethics is to be compared, not with physics, but with mathematics. Perhaps such 
a moral principle as “You ought to keep your promises” is confirmed or disconfirmed in 
the way (whatever it is) in which such a mathematical principle as “5 + 7 = 12” is. Ob- 
servation does not seem to play the role in mathematics it plays in physics. We do not and 
cannot perceive numbers, for example, since we cannot be in causal contact with them. 
We do not even understand what it would be like to be in causal contact with the num- 
ber 12, say. Relations among numbers cannot have any more of an effect on our percep- 
tual apparatus than moral facts can. 

Observation, however, ¿s relevant to mathematics. In explaining the observations that 
support a physical theory, scientists typically appeal to mathematical principles. On the 
other hand, one never seems to need to appeal in this way to moral principles. Since an 
observation is evidence for what best explains it, and since mathematics often figures in 
the explanations of scientific observations, there is indirect observational evidence for 
mathematics. There does not seem to be observational evidence, even indirectly, for basic 
moral principles. In explaining why certain observations have been made, we never seem 
to use purely moral assumptions. In this respect, then, ethics appears to differ not only 
from physics but also from mathematics. 

In what follows, we will be considering a number of possible responses to the apparent 
fact that ethics is cut off from observational testing in a way that science is not. Some of 
these responses claim that there is a distinction of this sort between science and ethics and 
try to say what its implications are. Others deny that there is a distinction of this sort be- 
tween science and ethics and argue that ethics is not really exempt from observational test- 
ing in the way it appears to be. 
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NIHILISM AND NATURALISM 


1. Moral Nihilism 


We have seen that observational evidence plays a role in science and mathematics it does 
not seem to play in ethics. Moral hypotheses do not help explain why people observe what 
they observe. So ethics is problematic and nihilism must be taken seriously. Nihilism is 
the doctrine that there are no moral facts, no moral truths, and no moral knowledge. This 
doctrine can account for why reference to moral facts does not seem to help explain ob- 
servations, on the grounds that what does not exist cannot explain anything. 

An extreme version of nihilism holds that morality is simply an illusion: nothing is ever 
right or wrong, just or unjust, good or bad. In this version, we should abandon morality, 
just as an atheist abandons religion after he has decided that religious facts cannot help 
explain observations. Some extreme nihilists have even suggested that morality is merely 
a superstitious remnant of religion. 

Such extreme nihilism is hard to accept. It implies that there are no moral constraints— 
that everything is permitted. As Dostoevsky observes, it implies that there is nothing 
wrong with murdering your father. It also implies that slavery is not unjust and that 
Hitler’s extermination camps were not immoral. These are not easy conclusions to accept. 

This, of course, does not refute extreme nihilism. Nihilism does not purport to reflect 
our ordinary views; and the fact that it is difficult to believe does not mean that it must 
be false. At one time in the history of the world people had difficulty in believing that the 
earth was round; nevertheless the earth was round. A truly religious person could not eas- 
ily come to believe that God does not exist; that is no argument against atheism. Extreme 
nihilism is a possible view and it deserves to be taken seriously. 

On the other hand, it is also worth pointing out that extreme nihilism is not an auto- 
matic consequence of the point that moral facts apparently cannot help explain observa- 
tions. Although this is grounds for nihilism, there are more moderate versions of nihilism. 
Not all versions imply that morality is a delusion and that moral judgments are to be aban- 
doned the way an atheist abandons religious judgments. Thus, a more moderate nihilism 
holds that the purpose of moral judgments is not to describe the world but to express our 
moral feelings or to serve as imperatives we address to ourselves and to others. In this view, 
morality is not undermined by its apparent failure to explain observations, because to ex- 
pect moral judgments to be of help in explaining observations is to be confused about the 
function of morality. It is as if you were to expect to explain observations by exclaiming, 
“Alas!” or by commanding, “Close the door!” 

Moderate nihilism is easier to accept than extreme nihilism. It allows us to keep mor- 
ality and continue to make moral judgments. It does not imply that there is nothing 
wrong with murdering your father, owning slaves, or setting up extermination camps. Be- 
cause we disapprove of these activities, we can, according to moderate nihilism, legiti- 
mately express our disapproval by saying that they are wrong. 

Moderate nihilism, nevertheless, still conflicts with common sense, even if the conflict 
is less blatant. To assert, as even moderate nihilists assert, that there are no moral facts, no 
moral truths, and no moral knowledge is to assert something that runs counter to much 
that we ordinarily think and say. If someone suggests that it was wrong of members of 
the Oregon Taxpayers Union to have kidnapped Sally Jones in order to get at her father, 
Austin P. Jones, and you agree, you will express your agreement by saying, “That’s true!” 
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Similarly, in deciding what to do on a particular occasion, you say such things as this, “I 
know that I should not break my promise to Herbert, but I really would like to go to the 
beach today.” We ordinarily do speak of moral judgments as true or false; and we talk as 
if we knew certain moral truths but not others. 

Nihilism, then, extreme or moderate, is in conflict with ordinary ways of talking and 
thinking. Although such a conflict does not refute a theory, we must ask whether we can 
accommodate the point about ethics and observation without having to give up our ordi- 
nary views and endorsing some form of nihilism. 


2. Reductions 


Our previous discussion suggests the following argument for moral nihilism: 


Moral hypotheses never help explain why we observe anything. So we have no evidence for 
our moral opinions. 


The argument depends upon this assumption: 


We can have evidence for hypotheses of a certain sort only if such hypotheses sometimes help 
explain why we observe what we observe. 


But that assumption is too strong. Hypotheses about the average American citizen never 
help explain why we observe anything about a particular American, but we can obtain evi- 
dence for such hypotheses by obtaining evidence for hypotheses about American citizens. 
The reason is that facts about the average American citizen are definable in terms of facts 
about American citizens. Facts of the first sort are constructed out of and therefore re- 
ducible to facts of the second sort. Even if assumptions about moral facts do not directly 
help explain observations, it may be that moral facts can be reduced to other sorts of facts 
and that assumptions about these facts do help explain observations. In that case, there 
could be evidence for assumptions about moral facts. 

To take another example, we might be able to account for color perception without mak- 
ing the supposition that objects actually have colors. For we might be able to explain how 
objects whose surfaces have certain physical characteristics will reflect light of a particular 
wave length; this light then strikes the retina of an observer's eye, affecting him in a way 
that might be described by an adequate neurophysiological psychology. That is, we might 
be able to explain perception of color entirely in terms of the physical characteristics of the 
objects perceived and the properties of light together with an account of the perceptual ap- 
paratus of the observer. This would not prove that there are no facts about colors; it would 
only show that facts about colors are not additional facts, over and above physical and psy- 
chological facts. If we could explain color perception in this way, we would conclude that 
facts about color are somehow reducible to facts about the physical characteristics of per- 
ceived objects, facts about light, and facts about the psychology and perceptual apparatus 
of perceivers. We might consider whether moral facts are in a similar way constructible out 
of or reducible to certain other facts that can help explain our observations. 


3. Ethical Naturalism: Functionalism 


This is certainly a plausible suggestion for certain nonmoral evaluative facts. Consider, for 
example, what is involved in something’s being a good thing of its kind, a good knife, a 
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good watch, or a good heart. Associated with these kinds of things are certain functions. 
A knife is something that is used for cutting; a watch is used to keep time; a heart is that 
organ that pumps the blood. Furthermore, something is a good thing of the relevant kind 
to the extent that it adequately fulfills its proper function. A good knife cuts well; a good 
watch keeps accurate time; a good heart pumps blood at the right pressure without fal- 
tering. Let us use the letter “K” to stand for a kind of thing. Then, for these cases, a good 
K is a K that adequately fulfills its function. It is a factual question whether or not some- 
thing is a good K because it is a factual question whether or not K’s have that function and a 
factual question whether or not this given something adequately fulfills that function. 

Moreover, a K ought to fulfill its function. If it does not do so, something has gone 
wrong. Therefore, it is a factual question whether a given K of this sort is as it ought to 
be and does what it ought to do, and it is a factual question whether anything is wrong 
with a K of this sort. A knife ought to be sharp, so that it will cut well. There is some- 
thing wrong with a heart that fails to pump blood without faltering. 

There are, of course, two somewhat different cases here, artifacts, such as watches and 
knives, and parts of natural systems, such as hearts. The functions of artifacts are deter- 
mined by their makers and users. The functions of parts of natural systems are determined 
by their roles in sustaining those systems. In either case, though, it is a factual question 
what the relevant function of a K is. 

Let us next consider a somewhat different range of cases: a good meal, a good swim, a 
good time. We might stretch a point and say that meals, swims, and times have functions 
or purposes; but it would be more accurate to say that they can answer to certain inter- 
ests. We judge that particular meals, swims, or times are good inasmuch as they answer 
to the relevant interests. Where different sets of interests are relevant, we get ambiguity: 
“a good meal” may mean a nourishing meal or a tasty meal. 

With this range of cases, “ought” and “wrong” are used as before. A good meal ought 
to be balanced (or tasty). There is something wrong with a steak that is not tender and 
juicy. 

More complex cases involve roles that a person can have in one way or another: a good 
farmer, a good soldier, a good teacher, a good citizen, a good thief. A person is evaluated 
in terms of functions, roles, and various interests in a way that is hard to specify. Here too 
the words “ought” and “wrong” are relevant as before. During battle, we say, a soldier 
ought to obey his superior officers without question. It is wrong for a teacher to play fa- 
vorites. A thief ought to wear gloves. 

Some kinds of things are not associated with functions, purposes, or sets of interests; 
for example, rocks per se are not. Therefore, it does not make sense to ask apart from a spe- 
cific context whether something is a good rock. We can answer such a question only in re- 
lation to interests that we might have in possible uses of the rock. For example, it might 
be a good rock to use as a paperweight; but, if it is to be used as a doorstop, maybe it ought 
to be heavier. 

The relevant evaluative judgments are factual. The facts are natural facts though some- 
what complex facts. We judge that something is good or bad, that it is right or wrong, 
that it ought or ought not to have certain characteristics or do certain things, relative to 
a cluster of interests, roles and functions. We can abbreviate this by saying that something 
X is good to the extent that it adequately answers to the relevant interests. To specify those 
interests is to specify what X is good as. Similarly, a person P ought to do D if and only 
if P’s doing D would answer to the relevant interests. 

This analysis is a realistic one for many cases and it suggests how evaluative facts might 
be constructed out of observable facts even when the evaluative facts themselves do not 
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figure in explanations of observations. That my watch is a good one may not explain any- 
thing about my observations of it; but that it keeps fairly accurate time does help to ex- 
plain its continual agreement with the announcements of the time on the radio and per- 
haps the goodness of my watch consists in facts of this sort. 

But a problem manifests itself when this sort of analysis is applied in ethics. Consider 
the case in which you are a doctor who either can save five patients by cutting up the 
healthy patient in Room 306 and distributing his organs to the other patients or can do 
nothing and let the five other patients die. The problem is that in either case you would be 
satisfying certain interests and not others. The interests of the five dying patients conflict 
with the interests of the healthy patient in Room 306. The moral question is what you 
ought to do, taking all interests into account. As we saw earlier, our intuitive judgment is 
that you ought not to sacrifice the one patient in Room 306 to save the five other patients. 
Is this a factual judgment? If we suppose that it is a fact that you ought not to sacrifice the 
patient in Room 306, how is that fact related to facts that can help explain observations? 
It is not at all obvious how we can extend our analysis to cover this sort of case. 

Actually, the problem is not peculiar to ethics. Is a heavy, waterproof, shockproof watch 
that can withstand a considerable amount of pressure a better or worse watch than a 
lighter, graceful, delicate watch without those features? Is one teacher better or worse than 
a second if the first teacher makes students unhappy while teaching them more? 

To some extent, our difficulty in these cases lies in the vagueness of our standards for 
watches and teachers. Often we can resolve the vagueness by specifying relevant interests. 
The heavy watch is a better watch for deep-sea diving. The lighter watch is better for so- 
cial occasions, out of the water. In the case of evaluating teachers, we must decide what 
we want from teachers—perhaps that their students should learn a certain minimal 
amount and, given that they learn at least that much, that they not be made miserable. 
But even given further specifications of our interests in watches and teachers in this way, 
there may be no fact of the matter as to which watch or teacher is better—not because 
these are not factual questions but because of vagueness of standards. Factual questions are 
still factual even when they cannot be answered because of vagueness. (Is a door open or 
shut if it is slightly ajar?) Furthermore, even in cases where we feel intuitively that one 
watch or teacher is clearly better, we may not be able to specify very clearly the interests, 
functions, and roles with reference to which one is better, as a watch or teacher, than the 
other. Still, ic may well be a fact that one is better—a fact constructed in a way that we 
can only vaguely specify from facts of a sort that can help explain observations. 

Similarly, it may be that moral facts, such as the fact that you ought not to sacrifice the 
healthy patient in Room 306 to save the five other patients, can be constructed in some 
way or other out of facts of a sort that can explain observations, even though we can only 
vaguely indicate relevant roles, interests, and functions. 

That would vindicate ethical naturalism, which is the doctrine that moral facts are facts 
of nature. Naturalism as a general view is the sensible thesis that a// facts are facts of na- 
ture. Of course, one can accept naturalism in general without being committed to ethical 
naturalism, since one can instead be a nihilist and deny that there are any moral facts at 
all, just as one might deny that there are any religious facts. Naturalists must be either 
ethical nihilists or ethical naturalists. The question is how do we decide between ethical 
nihilism and ethical naturalism, and there is no simple answer. If an analysis of moral facts 
as facts about functions, roles, and interests could be made plausible, that would be a pow- 
erful argument for ethical naturalism. But the relevant functions, roles, and interests can 
at best be only vaguely indicated, so the proposed analysis is difficult to evaluate. Nihilism 
remains a possibility. 
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4. The Open Question Argument 


On the other hand, general arguments against ethical naturalism, and for nihilism, are also 
inconclusive. For example, moderate nihilists argue that naturalists misconstrue the func- 
tion of moral judgments, which is not to describe the facts (they say) but rather to express 
the speaker’s approval or disapproval. Therefore, moderate nihilists say that ethical natu- 
ralism involves a “naturalistic fallacy.” But as we shall see, the evaluation of this moder- 
ate nihilist position is also quite complex. 

An ethical naturalist holds that there are moral facts and that these can be “reduced” 
to natural facts of a sort that might explain observations in the way that facts about color 
might be reduced to facts about physical characteristics of objects, the properties of light, 
and the perceptual apparatus of an observer. I have alluded to one way in which an ethi- 
cal naturalist might attempt such a reduction by appealing to functions, roles, and inter- 
ests. There are also other ways; he might, for example, try to develop an “ideal observer” 
theory of moral facts by analogy with the suggested theory of color facts. . . . And other 
kinds of ethical naturalism are also possible. Now, some moderate nihilists believe that 
there is a perfectly general argument that can be used once and for all to show that any 
version of ethical naturalism must fail. This is the so-called “open question argument.” 
Any naturalistic reduction in ethics would have the form, “P ought to do D if and only if 
P’s doing D has characteristics C,” in which the characteristics C are naturalistic charac- 
teristics of a sort that can help explain observations. Given any such proposed naturalistic 
reduction, defenders of the open question argument maintain that the following question 
remains open. 


I agree that for P to do D would be for P to do something that is C, but ought P to do D? 


This remains an open question, moderate nihilists say, because describing an act is not the 
same as endorsing it. No matter how you describe it, you have so far not endorsed it and, 
therefore, have not yet said whether it ought to be done, according to moderate nihilists. 
Therefore, the displayed question is (they assert) an open question in a way that the fol- 
lowing question is not. 


I agree that P ought to do D, but ought P to do D? 


This question is obviously foolish. Given that something ought to be done, it cannot be 
an open question whether it ought to be done. And since the first question is an open ques- 
tion but the second is not, we are to conclude that the natural characteristic of being an 
act that is C cannot be equated with the moral characteristic of being an act that ought to 
be done. 

One problem with this argument is chat it has to be shown that the first question is al- 
ways open. An ethical nihilist is simply begging the question if he only says, in arguing 
against ethical naturalism, that describing an act as having certain natural characteristics 
cannot amount to endorsing the act in the sense of saying that it ought to be done. It is 
not obvious, for example, that the following question is open in the relevant sense. 


I agree that, if P does D, P will satisfy the relevant interests, but ought P to do D? 


Of course, one part of the problem here is that the “relevant interests” are not specified in 
a precise naturalistic way. Nevertheless, it is not obvious that, if they are so specified, the 
: question is open. 
More important, perhaps, is the fact that as it stands the open question argument is in- 
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valid. An analogous argument could be used on someone who was ignorant of the chem- 
ical composition of water to “prove” to him that water is not H,O. This person will agree 
that it is not an open question whether water is water but it is an open question, at least 
for him, whether water is H,O. Since this argument would not show that water is not H,O, 
the open question argument in ethics cannot be used as it stands to show that for an act 
to be an act that ought to be done is not for it to have some natural characteristic C. 

The open question argument is often put forward as a refutation, not of ethical natu- 
ralism in general, but of a more particular version, which we might call definitional natu- 
ralism. Definitional naturalists assume that moral judgments are definitionally equivalent 
to natural judgments. The open question argument then should show that the proposed 
definitions must be incorrect. 

There are, however, various kinds of definitions and the open question argument is not 
relevant to most of them. For example, a scientist defines water as H,O and, as we have 
seen, the open question argument applied to this definition does not refute it. 

Presumably the open question argument is aimed at someone who claims that a natu- 
ralistic definition captures the meaning of a moral term in the sense that moral judgments 
as we ordinarily use them are synonymous with judgments that describe natural facts. If 
it really is an open question whether an act that is C is an act that ought to be done— 
an open question even to someone who knows the meanings of “C” and “ought to be 
done,” how can “C” and “ought to be done” be synonymous? It must be shown, not just 
assumed, however, that the relevant question is always open, no matter what the natural 
characteristics C. 


5. Redefinitional Naturalism 


Another kind of definitional naturalism in ethics is actually not a version of ethical natu- 
ralism at all. In this view, our moral terminology is so vague, unclear, and confused that 
we would do well to replace it with better and more precise terminology. For example, 
someone who was developing the theory that you ought to do what answers to the rele- 
vant interests might argue that our view about the example involving the patient in Room 
306 shows that our moral views are incoherent. He might go on to suggest that we re- 
place our present notions with clearer concepts, for example, defining “ought” so that an 
act ought to be done if and only if it would maximize the satisfaction of interests. By this 
utilitarian criterion, you ought to cut up the patient in Room 306 in order to save the 
other patients. It is true that the proposed definition does not capture the ordinary mean- 
ing of “ought,” since, when we judge intuitively that you ought to protect the healthy pa- 
tient in Room 306, we are definitely not judging that this would maximize the satisfac- 
tion of interests—indeed we see that it would not. But a definition need not capture what 
we ordinarily mean. We can define our terms however we like, as long as we are willing 
to use these terms in accordance with our definitions. The suggested definition is relatively 
clear and precise. What is a better definition? 

This line of argument is intelligible and not absurd, although it is also not without its 
own difficulties. It must be shown and not just assumed that ordinary moral notions are 
confused. This is a debatable claim. The fact that there is no obvious way to define ordi- 
nary moral terminology in a precise way does not show that there is anything wrong with 
that terminology. Not every term can be defined; it may be that moral terminology can- 
not be reduced to any simpler terminology. 

Furthermore, there is a risk in this line of argument in that someone who takes this line 
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may cheat, using “ought” sometimes as he has defined it and at other times in its ordinary 
sense. The best way to avoid this problem would be to dispense altogether with moral ter- 
minology in favor of utilitarian terminology and, instead of talking about what people 
ought to do, talk instead about what would satisfy the most interests. But that would be 
to give up any pretense of ethical naturalism and reveal that you have adopted extreme ni- 
hilism. It would involve denying that there are moral facts in the ordinary sense of “moral” 
and would ask us to abandon morality in the ordinary sense of “morality,” just as a gen- 
eral naturalist abandons religion in the ordinary sense of “religion.” 


6. Why Ethics Is Problematic 


Although we are in no position to assume that nihilism, extreme or moderate, 1S correct, 
we are now in a position to see more clearly the way in which ethics is problen 
starting point in this chapter was that 
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With this in mind, we considered the possibility that moral facts might be reduced to 
facts about interests, roles, and functions. We concluded that, if they were to be, the reduc- 
tion would have to be complex, vague, and difficult to specify. Ethics remains problematic. 
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It is true that facts about the average American citizen never seem to help explain obser- 
vations, even in practice. In this respect such facts are like moral facts. But there is this dif- 
ference. We can give a precise reduction of facts about the average American citizen; we can- 
not for moral facts. We are willing to think that there are facts about the average American 
citizen because we can Aes Li sia facts in terms of facts that are of a sort that can 
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We are ve ioe to suppose oe. Het are 2 fats about color, despite our not knowing pre- 
cisely how to reduce them, because in practice we assume that there are such facts in many 
of our explanations of color perception, even if in theory this assumption is dispensable. We 
are willing to suppose that there are facts about the average American citizen, despite our 
never using such an assumption to explain observations, because we can precisely reduce 
these facts to facts of a sort that can help explain observations. Since moral facts seem to be 
neither precisely reducible nor useful even in practice in our explanations of observations, it 
remains problematic whether we have any reason to suppose that there are any moral facts. 
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gues against the view that there is no objective standard by which to judge one culture morally 
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The Challenge of Cultural Relativism 


HOW DIFFERENT CULTURES HAVE 
DIFFERENT MORAL CODES 


Darius, a king of ancient Persia, was intrigued by the variety of cultures he encoun- 
tered in his travels. He had found, for example, that the Callatians (a tribe of Indians) 


From James Rachels, Elements of Moral Philosophy, pp. 15-29 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978). Reproduced with per- 
mission of The McGraw-Hill Companies. 
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them what they would take to eat the bodies of their dead fathers. They were shocked, as 
Darius knew they would be, and replied that no amount of money could persuade them 
to do such a thing. Then Darius called in some Callatians, and while the Greeks listened 
asked them what they would take to burn their dead fathers’ bodies. The Callatians were 
horrified and told Darius not even to mention such a dreadful thing. 

This story, recounted by Herodotus in his H7story, illustrates a recurring theme in the lit- 
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seem obviously correct; but if you were a Callatian, the opposite would seem equally certain. 

It is easy to give additional examples of the same kind. Consider the Eskimos. They are 
a remote and inaccessible people. Numbering only about 25,000, they live in small, iso- 
lated settlements scattered mostly along the northern fringes of North America and 
Greenland. Until the beginning of this century, the outside world knew little about them. 
Then explorers began to bring back strange tales. 

Eskimo customs turned out to be ve cH Sasi from our own. The men often had more 
than one wife, and they would share their wives with guests, lending them for the night 
as a sign of hospitality. Moreover, within a community, a dominant male might demand— 
and get—regular sexual access to other men’s wives. The women, however, were free to break 
these arrangements simply by leaving their husbands and taking up with new partners 
—free, that is, so long as their former husbands chose not to make trouble. All in all, the Es- 
kimo practice was a volatile scheme that bore little resemblance to what we call marriage. 

But it was not only their marriage and sexual practices that were different. The Eski- 
mos also seemed to have less regard for human life. Infanticide, for example, was common. 
Knud Rasmussen, one of the most famous early explorers, reported that he met one woman 
who had mone ys data but had killed ten of them at birth. 
found, were especially liab - destroye 
ents’ discretion, with no socia froma Taciached to it. Old people also, when they became 
too feeble to contribute to the family, were left out in the snow to die. So there seemed to 
be, in this society, remarkably little respect for life. 


To the general ee these were = = revelations aan A 


a ilj: And when we do ieat of ae things, we ae Panairi to categotize hose aher 
peoples as “backward” or “primitive.” But to anthropologists and sociologists, there was 
nothing particularly surprising about the Eskimos. Since the time of Herodotus, enlight- 
ened observers have been accustomed to the idea that conceptions of right and wrong dif- 
fer from culture to culture. If we assume that owr ideas of right and wrong will be shared 
by all peoples at all times, we are merely naive. 


CULTURAL RELATIVISM 


To many thinkers, this observation—“Different cultures have different moral codes”—has 
seemed to be the key to understanding morality. The idea of 
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iaa customs a et yell societies are all that exist. These 


ht anc I > e judg d . But siren is no det istdepenrlatrstare 
fier every tindang" is caatenibe: ouad The great pioneering sociologist William Graham 
Sumner, writing in 1906, put the point like this: 


The “right” way is the way which the ancestors used and which has been handed down. The 
tradition is its own warrant. It is not held subject to verification by experience. The notion 
of right is in the folkways. It is not outside of them, of independent origin, and brought to 
test them. In the folkways, whatever is, is right. This is because they are traditional, and 
therefore contain in themselves the authority of the ancestral ghosts. When we come to the 
folkways we are at the end of our analysis. 


This line of thought has proabhy ein ER or ethics 


than any other anek paing 


3 ef ersali ith. It says, in effect, that 
there is no Sick thing as universal aiig in naerab er are only the various cultural 
codes, and nothing more. Moreover, 
among many. 

As we shall see, this basic idea is really a compound of several different thoughts. It is 
important to separate the various elements of the theory because, on analysis, some parts 
of the theory turn out to be correct, whereas others seem to be mistaken. As a begin- 
ning, we may distinguish the following claims, all of which have been made by cultural 
relativists: 


. Different societies have different moral codes: 


. There is ı at can be used to judge one societal code better than another. 


. The moral code of our own society has no special status; it is merely one among many. 
. There is no “universal truth” in ethics—that is, there are no moral truths that hold for all 


peoples at all times. 


. The moral code of a society determines what is right within that society; that is, if the moral 
code of a society says that a certain action is right, then that action zs right, at least within 
that society. 


t is merely one 


. It is mere arrogance for us to try to judge the conduct of other peoples. We should adopt an 
toward the practices of other cultures. 


Although it may seem that these six propositions go naturally together, they are inde- 
pendent of one another, in the sense that some of them might be true even if others are 
false. In what follows, we will try to identify what is correct in Cultural Relativism, but 
we will also be concerned to expose what is mistaken about it. 


THE CULTURAL DIFFERENCES ARGUMENT 


Culture at ) y. At first blush it seems quite 
sR However, like all ord deie it may m adianta by pnma d 
analysis; and when we analyze Cultural Relativism we find that it is not so plausible as it 
first appears to be. 


The first thing we need to notice is that at the heart of Cultural Relativism there is a 
he strategy used by cultural relativists is to argue from facts 
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about the differences between cultural outlooks to a conclusion about the status of mor- 
ality. Thus we are invited to accept this reasoning: 


(1) The Greeks believed it was wrong to eat the dead, whereas the Callatians believed it was 
right to eat the dead. 


(2) Therefore, eating the dead is neither objectively right nor objectively wrong. It is merely a 
matter of opinion, which varies from culture to culture. 


Or, alternatively: 


(1) The Eskimos see nothing wrong with infanticide, whereas Americans believe infanticide is 
immoral. 

(2) Therefore, infanticide is neither objectively right nor objectively wrong. It is merely a mat- 
ter of opinion, which varies from culture to culture. 


Clearly, these arguments are variations of one fundamental idea. They are both special cases 
of a more general argument, which says: 


(1) Different cultures have different moral codes. 


(2) Therefore, there is no objective “truth” in morality. Right and wrong are only matters of 
opinion, and opinions vary from culture to culture. 


1 We may call this ea many people, it is very persuasive. 
But from a logical point of view, is it a sound argument? 


It is not sound. The trouble is that the conclusion does not really follow from the 
premise—that is, even if the premise is true, the conclusion still might be false. The premise 
concerns what people believe: in some societies, people believe one thing; in other societies, 
people believe differently. The conclusion, however, concerns what really is the case. The trou- 
ble is that this sort of conclusion does not follow logically from this sort of premise. 

Consider again the example of the Greeks and Callatians. The Greeks believed it was 
wrong to eat the dead; the Callatians believed it was right. Does it follow, from the mere fact 
that they disagreed, that there is no objective truth in the matter? No, it does not follow; 
for it could be that the practice was objectively right (or wrong) and that one or the other 
of them was simply mistaken. 

To make the point clearer, consider a very different matter. In some societies, people 
believe the earth is flat. In other societies, such as our own, people believe the earth is 
(roughly) spherical. Does it follow, from the mere fact that they disagree, that there is no “ob- 
jective truth” in geography? Of course not; we would never draw such a conclusion be- 
cause we realize that, in their beliefs about the world, the members of some societies might 
simply be wrong. There is no reason to think that if the world is round everyone must 
know it. Similarly, there is no reason to think that if there is moral truth everyone must 
know it. i 


It is important to understand th t is being made here. We are | 
not saying (not yet, anyway) that the conclusion of the argument is false. Insofar as any- 
thing being said here is concerned, it is still an open question whether the conclusion is 
true. We are making a purely logical point and saying that the conclusion does not follow 
from the premise. This is important, because in order to determine whether the conclusion 


is true, we need arguments in its support. Cultural Relativism proposes this argument, 
but unfortunately the argument turns out to be fallacious. So i 
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THE CONSEQUENCES OF TAKING CULTURAL 
RELATIVISM SERIOUSLY 


Even if the Cultural Differences Argument is invalid, Cultural Relativism might still be 
true. What would it be like if it were true? 


In the passage gea above, William Graham Sumner summarizes t 


tural Relativism. He ; 1easi ight and wrong other than the s 
-denge thane sonar: “The notion of mia is in the A Ie i is not outside of them, of 
independent origin, and brought to test them. In the folkways, whatever is, is right.” 


Suppose we took this seriously. What would be some of the consequences? 


e essence of Cul- 


This, of course, is one of the main points stressed by Cultural Relativism. We would 
have to stop condemning other societies merely because they are “different.” So long as 
we concentrate on certain examples, such as the funerary practices of the Greeks and 
Callatians, this may seem to be a sophisticated, enlightened attitude. 

However, we would also be stopped from criticizing other, less benign practices. 
Suppose a society waged war on its neighbors for the purpose of taking slaves. Or sup- 
pose a society was violently anti-Semitic and its leaders set out to destroy the Jews. Cul- 
tural Relativism would preclude us from saying that either of these practices was 
wrong. We would not even be able to say that a society tolerant of Jews is better than 
the anti-Semitic society, for that would imply some sort of transcultural standard of 
comparison. The failure to condemn these practices does not seem “enlightened”; on the 
contrary, slavery and anti-Semitism seem Wrong wherever they occur. Nevertheless, if we 
took Cultural Relativism seriously, WE to ad the ) 
also are immune 


aliaa irura! Relativism suggests a ictal test for determ what is right and 
what is wrong: all one has to do is ask whether the action is in accordance with the code 
of one’s society. Suppose a resident of South Africa is wondering whether his country’s 
policy of aparthezd—trigid racial segregation—is morally correct. All he has to do is ask 
whether this policy conforms to his society’s moral code. If it does, there is nothing to 
worry about, at least from a moral point of view. 

This implication of Cultural Relativism is disturbing because few of us think that 
our society ’s code is Sites, can Lan of ways it =r be ipea Yet Cultural 


uld sto zing our own. After all, if ve sae wrong are relative to cul- 
cure: this must be true Ga our own culture just as much as for others. 

idé ! prog lled into doubt. Usually, we think that at least some 
changes a our t feci have been for the better. Carne, of course, may have been changes 
for the worse.) Consider this example: Throughout most of Western history the place 
Witenes i was very narrowly circumscribed. They could not own property; 
they could not vote or hold political office; with a few exceptions, they were not per- 
mitted to have paying jobs; and generally they were under the almost absolute control 


of their husbands. Recently much of this has changed, and most people think of it as 


progress. 
If Cultural Relativism is correct, can we legitimately think of this as progress? 
Progress means replacing a way of doing things with a etter way. But by what standard 
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do we e the new mane as better? sd HO ict pn hl NN ta 
S e, then Cultura lativism would say it is a mistake to judge 

them by a ani A ialonal inni E e ahs -century society was, in effect, a > 
different society from the one we have now. To say that we have made progress implies 
a judgment that present-day society is better, and that is just the sort of transcultural 
judgment that, ee to Cultural Relativism, is impermissible. 

reform will als à ered. A reformer such as Mar- 
tin Luther King, Jr., seeks to adige i society ci 7E better. Within the constraints 
imposed by Cultural Relativism, there is one way this might be done. If a society is not 
living up to its own ideals, the reformer may be regarded as acting for the best: the 
ideals of the society are the standard i which we judge his or her proposals a as worth- 


by dchnisioi®Oect. EERE to uA Palaver cien Tr ree 
makes sense only in this very limited way. 


These three consequences of Cultural Relativism have led many thinkers to reject it as 
implausible on its face. It does make sense, they say, to condemn some practices, such as 
slavery and anti-Semitism, wherever they occur. It makes sense to think that our own so- 
ciety has made some moral progress, while admitting that it is still imperfect and in need 
of reform. Because Cultural Relativism says that these judgments make no sense, the ar- 
gument goes, it cannot be right. 


WHY THERE IS LESS DISAGREEMENT 
THAN IT SEEMS 


The original impetus for Cultural Relativism comes from the observation that cultures dif- 
fer dramatically in their views of right and wrong. But just how much do they differ? It 
is true that there are differences. However, it is easy to overestimate the extent of those 
differences. Often, when we examine what seems to be a dramatic difference, we find that 
the cultures do r ne ch : ears 
Consider a culeure ii in each Bele believe i it is wrong to eat cows. This may even be a 
poor culture, in which there is not enough food; still, the cows are not to be touched. Such 
a society would appear to have values very different from our own. But does it? We have 
not yet asked why these people will not eat cows. Suppose it is because they believe that 
after death the souls of humans inhabit the bodies of animals, especially cows, so that a 
cow may be someone’s grandmother. Now do we want to a8] hu their pains are differ- 
ent from ours? No; the difference lies elsewhere. The difference is in our belief systems 
. We agree that we shouldn’t eat Grandma; we simply disagree eur 

whether the cow żs (or could be) Grandma. 
The general point is this. 


ciety. The society’s values are e only one di Hea Other matters, auch as S the religious an 


li i e cannot aay einen ons a customs ; differ, that 
there is a disagreement about va/wes. The difference in customs may be attributable to some 
other aspect of social life. Thus there may be less disagreement about values than there ap- 
pears to be. 

Consider the Eskimos again. They often kill perfectly normal infants, especially girls. 
We do not approve of this at all; a parent who did this in our society would be locked up. 
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Thus there appears to be a great difference in the values of our two cultures. But suppose 
we ask why the Eskimos do this. The explanation is not that they have less affection for 
their children or less respect for human life. An Eskimo family will always protect its ba- 
bies if conditions permit. But they live in a harsh environment, where food is often in short 
supply. A fundamental postulate of Eskimo thought is: “Life is hard, and the margin of 
safety small.” A family may want to nourish its babies but be unable to do so. 

As in many “primitive” societies, Eskimo mothers will nurse their infants over a much 
longer period of time than mothers in our culture. The child will take nourishment from 
its mother’s breast for four years, perhaps even longer. So even in the best of times there 
are limits to the number of infants that one mother can sustain. Moreover, the Eskimos 
are a nomadic people—unable to farm, they must move about in search of food. Infants 
must be carried, and a mother can carry only one baby in her parka as she travels and 
goes about her outdoor work. Other family members can help, but this is not always 
possible. 

Infant girls are more readily disposed of because, first, in this society the males are the 
primary food providers—they are the hunters, according to the traditional divison of 
labor—and it is obviously important to maintain a sufficient number of food gatherers. 
But there is an important second reason as well. Because the hunters suffer a high casu- 
alty rate, the adult men who die prematurely far outnumber the women who die early. 
Thus if male and female infants survived in equal numbers, the female adult population 
would greatly outnumber the male adult population. Examining the available statistics, 
one writer concluded that “were it not for female infanticide . . . there would be ap- 
proximately one-and-a-half times as many females in the average Eskimo local group as 
there are food-producing males.” 


So among the Eskimos, infanticide does not signal a fundamentally different attitude 
toward children. Instead, it is a cognition rhat drastic measures are sometimes need ed 
to ensure the family’s survival. Even then, however, killing the baby is not the first option 
considered. Adoption is common; childless couples are especially happy to take a more fer- 
tile couple’s “surplus.” Killing is only the last resort. I emphasize this in order to show 


that the raw data of the anthropologists can be misleading; it can make the differences in 
values between cultures appear greater than they are. The Eskimos’ values are not all that 


different from our values. It is only that life forces upon them choices that we do not have 
_ to make. 


HOW ALL CULTURES HAVE SOME 
VALUES IN COMMON 


It should not be surprising that, despite appearance, the Eskimos are protective of their 
children. How could it be otherwise? How could a group survive that did zot value its 
young? This suggests a certain argument, one which shows that 


- 


(1) Human infants are helpless and cannot survive if they are not given extensive care for a 
period of years. 

(2) Therefore, if a group did not care for its young, the young would not survive, and the older 
members of the group would not be replaced. After a while the group would die out. 

(3) Therefore, any cultural group that continues to exist must care for its young. Infants that 
are not cared for must be the exception rather than the rule. 
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Similar reasoning shows that other values must be more or less universal. Imagine what 
it would be like for a society to place no value at all on truth telling. When one person 
spoke to another, there would be no presumption at all that he was telling the truth—for 
he could just as easily be speaking falsely. Within that society, there would be no reason 
to pay attention to what anyone says. (I ask you what time it is, and you say “Four o'clock.” 
But there is no presumption that you are speaking truly; you could just as easily have said 
the first thing that came into your head. So I have no reason to pay attention to your answer 
—in fact, there was no point in my asking you in the first place!) Communication would 
then be extremely difficult, if not impossible. And because complex societies cannot exist 
without regular communication among their members, society would Sh dee ape 
It follows that in any complex society there must be a pres on in favor oi 
There may of course be exceptions to this rule: ere may be situations in ahid it is 
thought to be permissible to lie. Nevèrtheless, these will be exceptions to a rule that zs in 
force in the society. 

Let me give one further example of the same type. Could a society exist in which there 
was no prohibition on murder? What would this be like? Suppose people were free to kill 
other people at will, and no one thought there was anything wrong with it. In such a “so- 
ciety,” no one could feel secure. Everyone would have to be constantly on guard. People 
who wanted to survive would have to avoid other eS as Horda as Dahn This would 


course, people might band together in smaller groups maw matin er they p trust not 
to harm them. But notice what this means: they sals, be ee = societies that 


i a1 se rule 7 XZ. sortie me against 
lying and ie are two PRERE Boel in hee, we ado fhd here rules in force in all vi- 
able cultures. Cultures may differ in what they regard as legitimate exceptions to the rules, 
but this disagreement exists against a background of agreement on the larger issues. 
Therefore, it is a mistake to overestimate the amount of difference between cultures. Not 
every moral rule can vary from society to society. 


WHAT CAN BE LEARNED FROM 
CULTURAL RELATIVISM 


At the outset, I said that we were going to identify both what is right and what is wrong 
in Cultural Relativism. Thus far I have mentioned only its mistakes: I have said that it 
rests on an invalid argument, that it has consequences that make it implausible on its face, 
and that the extent of cultural disagreement is far less than it implies. This all adds up to 
a pretty thorough repudiation of the theory. Nevertheless, it is still a very appealing idea, 
and the reader may have the feeling that all this is a little unfair. The theory must have 
something going for it, or else why has it been so influential? In fact, I think there zs some- 
i ee about Cultural Relativism, and now I want to say what that is. 

even if we ultimately reject it. 
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, and it is easy to lose sight of 


that fact. In ein ae us dfai it, die ae ee a service. 
-Funerary practices are one example. The Callatians, according to Herodotus, were 
“men who eat their fathers”’—a shocking idea, to us at least. But eating the flesh of the 
dead could be understood as a sign of respect. It could be taken as a symbolic act that 
says: We wish this person’s spirit to dwell within us. Perhaps this was the understand- 
ing of the Callatians. On such a way of thinking, burying the dead could be seen as an 
act of rejection, and burning the corpse as positively scornful. If this is hard to imagine, 
then we may need to have our imaginations stretched. Of course we may feel a visceral 
repugnance at the idea of eating human flesh in any circumstances. But what of it? This 
repugnance may be, as the relativists say, only a matter of what is customary in our par- 
ticular society. 
There are many other matters that we tend to think of in terms of objective right and 
wrong, but that are really nothing more than social conventions. Should women cover 
ee A publicly exposed breast is scandalous in our society, whereas in other 
cultures it is unremarkable. Objectively speaking, it is neither right nor wrong—there 
is no objective reason why either custom is better. Cultural Relativism begins with 
the valuable insight that many of our practices are like this—they are only cultural 
products. Then it goes wrong by concluding that, because some practices are like this, a// 
must be. 


2. The second lesson has to aos with a In the course of growing 


that our feelings are meekin. For p we may have been taught that homosexual- 
ity is immoral, and we may feel quite uncomfortable around gay people and see them as 
alien and “different.” Now someone suggests that this may be a mere prejudice; that there 
is nothing evil about homosexuality; that gay people are just people, like anyone else, who 
happen, through no choice of their own, to be attracted to others of the same sex. But be- 
cause we feel so strongly about the matter, we may find it hard to take this seriously. Even 
after we listen to the arguments, we may still have the unshakable feeling that homosex- 
uals must, somehow, be an unsavory lot. 

Cultural Relativism, by stressing that our moral views can reflect the prejudices of our 
society, provides an antidote for this kind of dogmatism. When he tells the story of the 
Greeks and Callatians, Herodotus adds: 


For if anyone, no matter who, were given the opportunity of choosing from amongst all the 
nations of the world the set of beliefs which he thought best, he would inevitably, after care- 


ds. We can come to understand that 
| erceptions oi rruth—they may be nothing more than 
the result of cultural conditioning. Thus urap we hear it suggested that some element of 
our social code is wot really the best and we find ourselves instinctively resisting the sug- 
gestion, we might stop and remember this. Then we may be more open to discovering the 
truth, whatever that might be. 

We can understand the appeal of Cultural Relativism, then, even though the theory has 


serious shortcomings. It is an attractive theory because it is based on a genuine insight— 
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that many of the practices and attitudes we think so natural are really only cultural prod- 
ucts. Moreover, keeping this insight firmly in view is important if we want to avoid arro- 
gance and have open minds. These are important points, not to be taken lightly. But we 
can accept these points without going on to accept the whole theory. 


* 27. JOEL FEINBERG 


Joel Feinberg (1926- ) is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the University of Arizona. He 
rejects the view that we act only in our own self-interest. 


Psychological Egoism 


THE THEORY 


1. “Psychological egoism” is the name given to a theory widely held by ordinary men, and 
at one time almost universally accepted by political economists, philosophers, and psy- 
chologists, according to which all human actions when properly understood can be seen 
to be motivated by selfish desires. More precisely, psychological egoism is the doctrine that 
the only thing anyone is capable of desiring or pursuing ultimately (as an end in itself) is 
his own self-interest. No psychological egoist denies that men sometimes do desire things 
other than their own welfare—the happiness of other people, for example; but all psycho- 
logical egoists insist that men are capable of desiring the happiness of others only when 
they take it to be a means to their own happiness. In short, purely altruistic and benevo- 
lent actions and desires do not exist; but people sometimes appear to be acting unselfishly 
and disinterestedly when they take the interests of others to be means to the promotion of 
their own self-interest. 

2. This theory is called psychological egoism to indicate that it is not a theory about what 
ought to be the case, but rather about what, as a matter of fact, zs the case. That is, the 
theory claims to be a description of psychological facts, not a prescription of ethical ideals. 
It asserts, however, not merely that all men do as a contingent matter of fact “put their 
own interests first,” but also that they are capable of nothing else, human nature being 
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what it is. Universal selfishness is not just an accident or a coincidence on this view; rather, 
it is an unavoidable consequence of psychological laws. 

The theory is to be distinguished from another doctrine, so-called “ethical egoism,” ac- 
cording to which all men ought to pursue their own well-being. This doctrine, being a pre- 
scription of what ought to be the case, makes no claim to be a psychological theory of 
human motives; hence the word “ethical” appears in its name to distinguish it from psy- 
chological egoism. 

3. There are a number of types of motives and desires which might reasonably be called 
“egoistic” or “selfish,” and corresponding to each of them is a possible version of psycho- 
logical egoism. Perhaps the most common version of the theory is that apparently held by 
Jeremy Bentham.! According to this version, all persons have only one ultimate motive in 
all their voluntary behavior and that motive is a selfish one; more specifically, it is one par- 
ticular kind of selfish motive—namely, a desire for one’s own pleasure. According to this 
version of the theory, “the only kind of ultimate desire is the desire to get or to prolong 
pleasant experiences, and to avoid or to cut short unpleasant experiences for oneself.”? This 
form of psychological egoism is often given the cumbersome name—psychological egoistic 
hedonism. 


PRIMA FACIE REASONS IN SUPPORT 
OF THE THEORY 


4. Psychological egoism has seemed plausible to many people for a variety of reasons, of 
which the following are typical: 


a. “Every action of mine is prompted by motives or desires or impulses which are 
my motives and not somebody else’s. This fact might be expressed by saying that when- 
ever I act I am always pursuing my own ends or trying to satisfy my own desires. And 
from this we might pass on to—'I am always pursuing something for myself or seek- 
ing my own satisfaction.’ Here is what seems like a proper description of a man acting 
selfishly, and if the description applies to all actions of all men, then it follows that all 
men in all their actions are selfish? 


b. It is a truism that when a person gets what he wants he characteristically feels 
pleasure. This has suggested to many people that what we really want in every case is 
our own pleasure, and that we pursue other things only as a means. 


c. Self-Deception. Often we deceive ourselves into thinking that we desire something 
fine or noble when what we really want is to be thought well of by others or to be able 
to congratulate ourselves, or to be able to enjoy the pleasures of a good conscience. It 
is a well-known fact that people tend to conceal their true motives from themselves by 
camouflaging them with words like “virtue,” “duty,” etc. Since we are so often misled 
concerning both our own real motives and the real motives of others, is it not reason- 
able to suspect that we might a/ways be deceived when we think motives disinterested 
and altruistic? . 


d. Moral education. Morality, good manners, decency, and other virtues must be 
teachable. Psychological egoists often notice that moral education and the inculcation 
of manners usually utilize what Bentham calls the “sanctions of pleasure and pain.” 
Children are made to acquire the civilizing virtues only by the method of enticing 
rewards and painful punishments. Much the same is true of the history of the race. 
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People in general have been inclined to behave well only when it is made plain to them 
that there is “something in it for them.” Is it not then highly probable that just such 
a mechanism of human motivation as Bentham describes must be presupposed by our 
methods of moral education? 


CRITIQUE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL EGOISM: 
CONFUSIONS IN THE ARGUMENTS 


5. Non-Empirical Character of the Arguments. If the arguments of the psychological egoist 
consisted for the most part of carefully acquired empirical evidence (well-documented re- 
ports of controlled experiments, surveys, interviews, laboratory data, and so on), then the 
critical philosopher would have no business carping at them. After all, since psychologi- 
cal egoism purports to be a scientific theory of human motives, it is the concern of the ex- 
perimental psychologist, not the philosopher, to accept or reject it. But as a matter of fact, 
empirical evidence of the required sort is seldom presented in support of psychological 
egoism. Psychologists, on the whole, shy away from generalizations about human motives 
which are so sweeping and so vaguely formulated that they are virtually incapable of sci- 
entific testing. It is usually the “armchair scientist” who holds the theory of universal self- 
ishness, and his usual arguments are either based simply on his “impressions” or else are 
largely of a non-empirical sort. The latter are often shot full of a very subtle kind of logi- 
cal confusion, and this makes their criticism a matter of special interest to the analytic 
philosopher. 

6. The psychological egoist’s first argument (see 4a) is a good example of logical con- 
fusion. It begins with a truism—namely, that all of my motives and desires are my mo- 
tives and desires and not someone else’s. (Who would deny this?) But from this simple 
tautology nothing whatever concerning the nature of my motives or the objective of my 
desires can possibly follow. The fallacy of this argument consists in its violation of the gen- 
eral logical rule that analytic statements (tautologies), cannot entail synthetic (factual) 
ones. That every voluntary act is prompted by the agent’s own motives is a tautology; 
hence, it cannot be equivalent to “A person is always seeking something for himself” or 
“All of a person’s motives are selfish,” which are synthetic. What the egoist must prove is 
not merely 


(i) Every voluntary action is prompted by a motive of the agent’s own. 
but rather 


(ii) Every voluntary action is prompted by a motive of a quite particular kind, viz. a selfish 
one. 


Statement (i) is obviously true, but it cannot all by itself give any logical support to state- 
ment (11). 

The source of the confusion in this argument is readily apparent. It is not the genesis 
of an action or the origin or its motives which makes it a “selfish” one, but rather the “pur- 
pose” of the act or the objective of its motives; not where the motive comes from (in voluntary 
actions it always comes from the agent) but what it aims at determines whether or not it 
is selfish. There is surely a valid distinction between voluntary behavior, in which the 
agent’s action is motivated by purposes of his own, and selfish behavior in which the agent's 
motives are of one exclusive sort. The egoist’s argument assimilates all voluntary action 
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into the class of selfish action, by requiring, in effect, that an unselfish action be one which 
is not really motivated at all. 


7. But if argument 4a fails to prove its point, argument 4b does no better. From the 
fact that all our successful actions (those in which we get what we were after) are accom- 
panied or followed by pleasure it does not follow, as the egoist claims, that the objective of 
every action is to get pleasure for oneself. To begin with, the premise of the argument is 
not, strictly speaking, even true. Fulfillment of desire (simply getting what one was after) 
is no guarantee of satisfaction (pleasant feelings of gratification in the mind of the agent). 
Sometimes when we get what we want we a/so get, as a kind of extra dividend, a warm, 
glowing feeling of contentment; but often, far too often, we get no dividend at all, or, even 
worse, the bitter taste of ashes. Indeed, it has been said that the characteristic psychologi- 
cal problem of our time is the dissatisfaction that attends the fulfillment of our very most 
powerful desires. 

Even if we grant, however, for the sake of argument, that getting what one wants ysu- 
ally yields satisfaction, the egoist’s conclusion does not follow. We can concede that we 
normally get pleasure (in the sense of satisfaction) when our desires are satisfied, no matter 
what our desires are for; but it does not follow from this roughly accurate generalization that 
the only thing we ever desire is our own satisfaction. Pleasure may well be the usual ac- 
companiment of all actions in which the agent gets what he wants; but to infer from this 
that what the agent always wants is his own pleasure is like arguing, in William James’s 
example,’ that because an ocean liner constantly consumes coal on its trans-Atlantic pas- 
sage that therefore the purpose of its voyage is to consume coal. The immediate inference 
from even constant accompaniment to purpose (or motive) is always a non sequitur. 

Perhaps there is a sense of “satisfaction” (desire fulfillment) such that it is certainly and 
universally true that we get satisfaction whenever we get what we want. But satisfaction 
in this sense is simply the “coming into existence of that which is desired.” Hence, to say 
that desire fulfillment always yields “satisfaction” in this sense is to say no more than that 
we always get what we want when we get what we want, which is to utter a tautology like 
“a rose is a rose.” It can no more entail a synthetic truth in psychology (like the egoistic 
thesis) than “a rose is a rose” can entail significant information in botany. 

8. Disinterested Benevolence. The fallacy in argument 4b then consists, as Garvin puts it, 
“in the supposition that the apparently unselfish desire to benefit others is transformed 
into a selfish one by the fact that we derive pleasure from carrying it out.”’ Not only is 
this argument fallacious; it also provides us with a suggestion of a counter-argument to 
show that its conclusion (psychological egoistic hedonism) is false. Not only is the pres- 
ence of pleasure (satisfaction) as a by-product of an action no proof that the action was self- 
ish; in some special cases it provides rather conclusive proof that the action was unselfish. 
For in those special cases the fact that we get pleasure from a particular action presupposes 
that we desired something else—something other than our own pleasure—as an end in itself 
and not merely as a means to our own pleasant state of mind. 

This way of turning the egoistic hedonist’s argument back on him can be illustrated by 
taking a typical egoist argument, one attributed (perhaps apocryphally) to Abraham Lin- 
coln, and then examining it closely: 


Mr. Lincoln once remarked to a fellow-passenger on an old-time mud-coach that all men were 
prompted by selfishness in doing good. His fellow-passenger was antagonizing this position 
when they were passing over a corduroy bridge that spanned a slough. As they crossed this 
bridge they espied an old razorbacked sow on the bank making a terrible noise because her 
pigs had got into the slough and were in danger of drowning. As the old coach began to climb 
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the hill, Mr. Lincoln called out, “Driver, can’t you stop just a moment?” Then Mr. Lincoln 
jumped out, ran back and lifted the little pigs out of the mud and water and placed them on 
the bank. When he returned, his companion remarked: “Now Abe, where does selfishness 
come in on this little episode?” “Why bless your soul Ed, that was the very essence of self- 
ishness. I should have had no peace of mind all day had I gone on and left that suffering old 
sow worrying over those pigs. I did it to get peace of mind, don’t you see?”® 


If Lincoln had cared not a whit for the welfare of the little pigs and their “suffering” 
mother, but only for his own “peace of mind,” it would be difficult to explain how he could 
have derived pleasure from helping them. The very fact that he did feel satisfaction as a 
result of helping the pigs presupposes that he had a preexisting desire for something other 
than his own happiness. Then when that desire was satisfied, Lincoln of course derived 
pleasure. The object of Lincoln’s desire was not pleasure; rather pleasure was the consequence 
of his preexisting desire for something else. If Lincoln had been wholly indifferent to the 
plight of the little pigs as he claimed, how could he possibly have derived any pleasure 
from helping them? He could not have achieved peace of mind from rescuing the pigs, 
had he not a prior concern—on which his peace of mind depended—for the welfare of the 
pigs for its own sake. 

In general, the psychological hedonist analyzes apparent benevolence into a desire for 
“benevolent pleasure.” No doubt the benevolent man does get pleasure from his benevo- 
lence, but in most cases, this is only because he has previously desired the good of some 
person, or animal, or mankind at large. Where there is no such desire, benevolent conduct 
is not generally found to give pleasure to the agent. 

9. Malevolence. Difficult cases for the psychological egoist include not only instances of 
disinterested benevolence, but also cases of “disinterested malevolence.” Indeed, malice 
and hatred are generally no more “selfish” than benevolence. Both are motives likely to 
cause an agent to sacrifice his own interests—in the case of benevolence, in order to help 
someone else, in the case of malevolence, in order to harm someone else. The selfish man 
is concerned ultimately only with his own pleasure, happiness, or power; the benevolent 
man is often equally concerned with the happiness of others; to the malevolent man, the 
injury of another is often an end in itself—an end to be pursued sometimes with no 
thought for his own interests. There is reason to think that men have as often sacrificed 
themselves to injure or kill others as to help or to save others, and with as much “hero- 
ism” in the one case as in the other. The unselfish nature of malevolence was first noticed 
by the Anglican Bishop and moral philosopher Joseph Butler (1692—1752), who regret- 
ted that men are no more selfish than they are.’ 

10. Lack of Evidence for Universal Self-Deception. The more cynical sort of psychological 
egoist who is impressed by the widespread phenomenon of self-deception (see 4c) cannot 
be so quickly disposed of, for he has committed no /ogical mistakes. We can only argue 
that the acknowledged frequency of self-deception is insufficient for his universal gener- 
alization. His argument is not fallacious, but inconclusive. 

No one but the agent himself can ever be certain what conscious motives really 
prompted his action, and where motives are disreputable, even the agent may not admit 
to himself the true nature of his desires. Thus, for every apparent case of altruistic behav- 
ior, the psychological egoist can argue, with some plausibility, that the true motivation 
might be selfish, appearance to the contrary. Philanthropic acts are really motivated by the 
desire to receive gratitude; acts of self-sacrifice, when truly understood, are seen to be mo- 
tivated by the desire to feel self-esteem; and so on. We must concede to the egoist that all 
apparent altruism might be deceptive in this way; but such a sweeping generalization re- 
quires considerable empirical evidence, and such evidence is not presently available. 
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11. The “Paradox of Hedonism” and Its Consequences for Education. The psychological 
egoistic Hedonist (e.g., Jeremy Bentham) has the simplest possible theory of human mo- 
tivation. According to this variety of egoistic theory, all human motives without excep- 
tion can be reduced to one—namely, the desire for one’s own pleasure. But this theory, 
despite its attractive simplicity, or perhaps because of it, involves one immediately in a 
paradox. Astute observers of human affairs from the time of the ancient Greeks have 
often noticed that pleasure, happiness, and satisfaction are states of mind which stand in 
a very peculiar relation to desire. An exclusive desire for happiness is the surest way to 
prevent happiness from coming into being. Happiness has a way of “sneaking up” on 
persons when they are preoccupied with other things; but when persons deliberately and 
single-mindedly set off in pursuit of happiness, it vanishes utterly from sight and can- 
not be captured. This is the famous “paradox of hedonism”: the single-minded pursuit 
of happiness is necessarily self-defeating, for the way to get happiness is to forget it; then per- 
haps it will come to you. If you aim exclusively at pleasure itself, with no concern for 
the things that bring pleasure, then pleasure will never come. To derive satisfaction, one 
must ordinarily first desire something other than satisfaction, and then find the means 
to get what one desires. 

To feel the full force of the paradox of hedonism the reader should conduct an experi- 
ment in his imagination. Imagine a person (let’s call him “Jones”) who is, first of all, de- 
void of intellectual curiosity. He has no desire to acquire any kind of knowledge for its 
own sake, and thus is utterly indifferent to questions of science, mathematics, and philoso- 
phy. Imagine further that the beauties of nature leave Jones cold: he is unimpressed by the 
autumn foliage, the snow-capped mountains, and the rolling oceans. Long walks in the 
country on spring mornings and skiing forays in the winter are to him equally a bore. 
Moreover, let us suppose that Jones can find no appeal in art. Novels are dull, poetry a 
pain, paintings nonsense and music just noise. Suppose further that Jones has neither the 
participant’s nor the spectator’s passion for baseball, football, tennis, or any other sport. 
Swimming to him is a cruel aquatic form of calisthenics, the sun only a cause of sunburn. 
Dancing is coeducational idiocy, conversation a waste of time, the other sex an unappeal- 
ing mystery. Politics is a fraud, religion mere superstition; and the misery of millions of 
underprivileged human beings is nothing to be concerned with or excited about. Suppose 
finally that Jones has no talent for any kind of handicraft, industry, or commerce, and that 
he does not regret that fact. 

What then is Jones interested in? He must desire something. To be sure, he does. Jones 
has an overwhelming passion for, a complete preoccupation with, his own happiness. The 
one exclusive desire of his life is to be happy. It takes little imagination at this point to see 
that Jones’s one desire is bound to be frustrated. People who—like Jones—most hotly pur- 
sue their own happiness are the least likely to find it. Happy people are those who suc- 
cessfully pursue such things as aesthetic or religious experience, self-expression, service to 
others, victory in competitions, knowledge, power, and so on. If none of these things in 
themselves and for their own sakes mean anything to a person, if they are valued at all then 
only as a means to one’s own pleasant states of mind—then that pleasure can never come. 
The way to achieve happiness is to pursue something else. 

Almost all people at one time or another in their lives feel pleasure. Some people 
(though perhaps not many) really do live lives which are on the whole happy. But if plea- 
sure and happiness presuppose desires for something other than pleasure and happiness, 
then the existence of pleasure and happiness in the experience of some people proves that 
those people have strong desires for something other than their own happiness—egoistic 
hedonism to the contrary. 
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The implications of the “paradox of hedonism” for educational theory should be obvi- 
ous. The parents least likely to raise a happy child are those who, even with the best in- 
tentions, train their child to seek happiness directly. How often have we heard parents say: 


I don’t care if my child does not become an intellectual, or a football star, or a great artist. I 
just want him to be a plain average sort of person. Happiness does not require great ambi- 
tions and great frustrations; it’s not worth it to suffer and become neurotic for the sake of sci- 
ence, art, or do-goodism. I just want my child to be happy. 


This can be a dangerous mistake, for it is the child (and the adult for that matter) with- 
out “outer-directed” interests who is the most likely to be unhappy. The pure egoist would 
be the most wretched of persons. 

The educator might well beware of-“life adjustment” as the conscious goal of the edu- 
cational process for similar reasons. “Life adjustment” can be achieved only as a by-product 
of other pursuits. A whole curriculum of “life adjustment courses” unsupplemented by 
courses designed to incite an interest in things other than life adjustment would be trag- 
ically self-defeating. 

As for moral education, it is probably true that punishment and reward are indispens- 
able means of inculcation. But if the child comes to believe that the so/e reasons for being 
moral are that he will escape the pain of punishment thereby and/or that he will gain the 
pleasure of a good reputation, then what is to prevent him from doing the immoral thing 
whenever he is sure that he will not be found out? While punishment and reward then are 
important tools for the moral educator, they obviously have their limitations. Beware of 
the man who does the moral thing only out of fear of pain or love of pleasure. He is not 
likely to be wholly trustworthy. Moral education is truly successful when it produces per- 
sons who are willing to do the right thing szmply because it is right, and not merely because 
it is popular or safe. 

12. Pleasure as Sensation. One final argument against psychological hedonism should 
suffice to put that form of the egoistic psychology to rest once and for all. The egoistic he- 
donist claims that all desires can be reduced to the single desire for one’s own pleasure. Now 
the word “pleasure” is ambiguous. On the one hand, it can stand for a certain indefinable, 
but very familiar and specific kind of sensation, or more accurately, a property of sensa- 
tions; and it is generally, if not exclusively, associated with the senses. For example, cer- 
tain taste sensations such as sweetness, thermal sensations of the sort derived from a hot 
bath or the feel of the August sun while one lies on a sandy beach, erotic sensations, ol- 
factory sensations (say) of the fragrance of flowers or perfume, and tactual and kinesthetic 
sensations from a good massage, are all pleasant in this sense. Let us call this sense of “plea- 
sure, which is the converse of “physical pain,” pleasure. 

On the other hand, the word “pleasure” is often used simply as a synonym for “satis- 
faction” (in the sense of gratification, not mere desire fulfillment.) In this sense, the exis- 
tence of pleasure presupposes the prior existence of desire. Knowledge, religious experi- 
ence, aesthetic expression, and other so-called “spiritual activities” often give pleasure in 
this sense. In fact, as we have seen, we tend to get pleasure in this sense whenever we get 
what we desire, no matter what we desire. The masochist even derives pleasure (in the 
sense of “satisfaction”) from his own physically painful sensations. Let us call the sense of 
“pleasure” which means “satisfaction”—pleasure,. 

Now we can evaluate the psychological hedonist’s claim that the sole human motive is 
a desire for one’s own pleasure, bearing in mind (as he often does not) the ambiguity of 
the word “pleasure.” First, let us take the hedonist to be saying that it is the desire for 
pleasure, (pleasant sensation) which is the sole ultimate desire of all people and the sole 
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desire capable of providing a motive for action. Now I have little doubt that all (or most) 
people desire their own pleasure, sometimes. But even this familiar kind of desire occurs, I 
think, rather rarely. When I am very hungry, I often desire to eat, or, more specifically, to 
eat this piece of steak and these potatoes. Much less often do I desire to eat certain morsels 
simply for the sake of the pleasant gustatory sensations they might cause. I have, on the 
other hand, been motivated in the latter way when I have gone to especially exotic (and 
expensive) French or Chinese restaurants; but normally, pleasant gastronomic sensations 
are simply a happy consequence or by-product of my eating, not the antecedently desired 
objective of my eating. There are, of course, others who take gustatory sensations far more 
seriously: the gourmet who eats only to savor the textures and flavors of fine foods, and the 
wine fancier who “collects” the exquisitely subtle and very pleasant tastes of rare old wines. 
Such men are truly absorbed in their taste sensations when they eat and drink, and there 
may even be some (rich) persons whose desire for such sensations is the sole motive for eat- 
ing and drinking. It should take little argument, however, to convince the reader that such 
persons are extremely rare. 

Similarly, I usually derive pleasure from taking a hot bath, and on occasion (though not 
very often) I even decide to bathe simply for the sake of such sensations. Even if this is 
equally true of everyone, however, it hardly provides grounds for inferring that no one ever 
bathes for any other motive. It should be empirically obvious that we sometimes bathe 
simply in order to get clean, or to please others, or simply from habit. 

The view then that we are never after anything in our actions but our own plea- 
sure—that all men are complete “gourmets” of one sort or another—is not only morally 
cynical; it is also contrary to common sense and everyday experience. In fact, the view 
that pleasant sensations play such an enormous role in human affairs is so patently false, 
on the available evidence, that we must conclude that the psychological hedonist has 
the other sense of “pleasure”—satisfaction—in mind when he states his thesis. If, on 
the other hand, he really does try to reduce the apparent multitude of human motives 
to the one desire for pleasant sensations, then the abundance of historical counter-ex- 
amples justifies our rejection out of hand of his thesis. It surely seems incredible that 
the Christian martyrs were ardently pursuing their own pleasure when they marched off 
to face the lions, or that what the Russian soldiers at Stalingrad “really” wanted when 
they doused themselves with gasoline, ignited themselves, and then threw the flaming 
torches of their own bodies on German tanks, was simply the experience of pleasant 
physical sensations. 

13. Pleasure as Satisfaction. Let us consider now the other interpretation of the hedo- 
nist’s thesis, that according to which it is one’s own pleasure, (satisfaction) and not 
merely pleasure (pleasant sensation) which is the sole ultimate objective of all voluntary 
behavior. In one respect, the “satisfaction thesis” is even less plausible than the “physi- 
cal sensation thesis”; for the latter at least is a genuine empirical hypothesis, testable in 
experience, though contrary to the facts which experience discloses. The former, however, 
is so confused that it cannot even be completely stated without paradox. It is, so to 
speak, defeated in its own formulation. Any attempted explication of the theory that all 
men at all times desire only their own satisfaction leads to an infinite regress in the fol- 
lowing way: 


“All men desire only satisfaction.” 
“Satisfaction of what?” 


“Satisfaction of their desires.” 
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“Their desires for what?” 
“Their desires for satisfaction.” 
“Satisfaction of what?” 

“Their desires.” 

“For what?” 


“For satisfaction” —etc., ad infinitum. 


In short, psychological hedonism interpreted in this way attributes to all people as their 
sole motive a wholly vacuous and infinitely self-defeating desire. The source of this ab- 
surdity is in the notion that satisfaction can, so to speak, feed on itself, and perform the 
miracle of perpetual self-regeneration in the absence of desires for anything other than 
itself. 

To summarize the argument of sections 12 and 13: the word “pleasure” is ambiguous. 
Pleasure, means a certain indefinable characteristic of physical sensation. Pleasure, refers 
to the feeling of satisfaction that often comes when one gets what one desires whatever be 
the nature of that which one desires. Now, if the hedonist means pleasure, when he says 
that one’s own pleasure is the ultimate objective of all of one’s behavior, then his view is 
not supported by the facts. On the other hand, if he means pleasure,, then his theory can- 
not even be clearly formulated, since it leads to the following infinite regress: “I desire only 
satisfaction of my desire for satisfaction of my desire for satisfaction . . . etc., ad infini- 
tum.” I conclude then that psychological hedonism (the most common form of psychologi- 
cal egoism), however interpreted, is untenable. 
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A Critique of Utilitarianism 


THE STRUCTURE OF CONSEQUENTIALISM 


its consequences. . If cig were so, one rong m: go. on AIDE ever, rand there minis "3 an ob- 
viously hopeless regress. That regress would be hopeless even if one takes the view, which 
is not an absurd view, that although men set themselves ends and work towards them, it 
is very often not really the supposed end, but the effort towards it on which they set 
value—that they travel, not really in order to arrive (for as soon as they have arrived they 
set out for somewhere else), but rather they choose somewhere to arrive, in order to travel. 
Even on that view, not everything would have consequential value; what would have non- 
consequential value would in fact be travelling, even though people had to think of trav- 
elling as having the consequential value, and something else—the destination—the non- 
Sond patei ees 


intrinsically valuable state of affairs. 
How much, however, does this say? Does it succeed in distinguishing consequential- 
ism from anything else? The trouble is that the term ‘state of affairs’ seems altogether too 
permissive to exclude anything: may not the obtaining of absolutely anything be repre- 
sented formally as a state of affairs? A Kantian view of morality, for instance, is usually 
thought to be ls A if aiy is; at the very least, if someone were 
going to show that Kantianism collapsed into conse | n, it should be the product 
of a long and unobvious argument, and not just happen a at the drop of a definition. But on 
the present account it looks as though Kantianism can be made instantly into a kind of 
consequentialism—a kind which identifies the states of oe that have intrinsic value sie 
at least intrinsic moral value) as those t cons atic aed for 
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sion of Cambridge University Press. 
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sake.2 We need something more to our specification if it is to be the specification of any- 
thing distinctly consequentialist. 
The point of saying that consequentialism ascribes intrinsic value to states of affairs is 
rather to contrast states of affairs with other candidates for having such value: in particu- 
listinc eque ism might rather be this, that it 
Erard hes alt s as alv quential (or, as we may more S — 
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way, he TE soer it in some more roundabout way, as for instance by being expres- 
sive of some motive, or in accordance with some rule, whose operation in society conduced 
to desirable states of affairs. (The lengths to which such indirect derivations can be taken 
without wrecking the point of consequentialism is something we shall be considering 
later.) 

To insist that what has intrinsic value are states of affairs and not actions seems to come 
near an important feature of consequentialism. Yet it may be that we have still not hit ex- 


ome ae we want, and pret the restriction is NOW too severe - Surely some actions, com- 
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“to be inadequate. To say that a man wet certain actions or activity pleasant, or that they 
make him happy, or that he finds his happiness in them, is certainly not always to say that 
they induce certain sensations in him, and in the case of happiness, it is doubtful whether 
that is ever what is meant. Rather it means such things (among others) as that he enjoys 
doing these things for their own sake. It would trivialize the discussion of utilitarianism 
to tie it by definition to inadequate conceptions of happiness or pleasure, and we must be 
able to recognize as versions of utilitarianism those which, as most modern versions do, 
take as central some notion such as satisfaction, and connect that criterially with such 
matters as the activities which a man will freely choose to a ee in. But sii niin 


So any pee aian of vonbequtatialiom which am T action or octet fdn hav- 
ing intrinsic value will be too restrictive even to admit the central case, utilitarianism, so 
soon as that takes on a more sophisticated and adequate conception of its basic value of 
| happiness. 
| So far then, we seem to have one specification of consequentialism which is too gener- 
ous to exclude anything, and another one which is too restrictive to admit even the cen- 
tral case. These difficulties arise from either admitting without question actions among 
desirable states of affairs, or blankly excluding all actions from the state of affairs category. 
This suggests that we shall do better by looking at the interrelations between states of af- 
fairs and actions. 

It will be helpful, in doing this, to introduce the notion of the right action for an agent 
in given circumstances. I take it that in any form of direct consequentialism, and certainly 
in act-utilitarianism, the notion of the right action in given circumstances is a maximiz- 
ing notion’? the right action is that which out of the actions available to the agent brings 
about or represents the highest degree of whatever it is the system in question regards as 
intrinsically valuable—in the central case, utilitarianism, this is of course happiness. In 
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; Cire neces, Mi , is an ob- 
jective notion in this sense, that it is perfectly basib Fo an agent to be i ignorant or mis- 
taken, and non-culpably ignorant or mistaken, about what is the right action in the cir- 
cumstances. Thus the assessment by others of whether the agent did, in this sense, do the 
right thing, is not bounded by the agent’s state of knowledge at the time, and the claim 
that he did the wrong thing is compatible with recognizing that he did as well as anyone 
in his state of knowledge could have done.‘ It might be suggested that, contrary to this, we 
have already imported the subjective conditions of action in speaking of the best of the ac- 
tions available to him: if he is ignorant or misinformed, then the actions which might seem 
to us available to him were not in any real sense available. But this would be an exaggera- 
tion; the notion of availability imports some, but not all, kinds of subjective condition. 
Over and above the question of actions which, granted his situation and powers, were phys- 
ically not available to him, we might perhaps add that a course of action was not really 
available to an agent if his historical, cultural or psychological situation was such that it 
could not possibly occur to him. But it is scarcely reasonable to extend the notion of un- 
availability to actions which merely did not occur to him; and surely absurd to extend it to 
actions which did occur to him, but where he was misinformed about their consequences. 

If then an agent does the right thing, he does the best of the alternatives available to 
him (where that, gt embraces the least bad: we shall omit this rider from now on). 


tuted, or partly constituted, by the agent’s doing that ac 
he just enjoys doing it, and there is no oe available to him more productive of hap- 
piness for him or anyone else). 

Although this may be so under consequentialism, there seems to be an important dif- 
ference between this situation and a situation of an action’s being right s some non- 
consequentialist re reason, as -i instance under a Kantian morality. is difference might be 

brought out intuitively by saying that for the consequentialist, even a situation o 
kind | > ; . l : 


am: in: it! brie ii it needs to be ‘mde more precise. 

We can take a step towards making it more precise, perhaps, in the following way. Sup- 
pose S is some particular concrete situation. Consider the statement, made about some par- 
ticular agent 


(1) In S, he did the right thing in doing A. 
For consequentialists, (1) implies a statement of the form 

(2) The state of affairs P is better than any other state of affairs accessible to him; 
where a state of affairs being ‘accessible’ to an agent means that it is a state of affairs 
which is the consequence of, or is constituted by, his doing an act available to him (for that, 
see above); and P is a state of affairs accessible to him only in virtue of his doing A.’ 
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Now in the exceptional case where it is just his doing A which carries the intrinsic 
value, we get for (2) 

(3) The state of affairs which consists in his doing A is better than any other state 
of affairs accessible to him. 

It was just the possibility of this sort of case which raised the difficulty of not being 
able to distinguish between a sophisticated consequentialism and non-consequential- 
ism. The question thus is: if (3) is what we get for consequentialism in this sort of case, 
is it what a non-consequentialist would regard as implied by (1)? If so, we still cannot 
tell the difference between them. But the answer in fact seems to be ‘no’, 


There are two reasons for this. One reason is that a non-consequentialist, though he 
must inevitably be able to attach a sense to (1), does not have to be able to attach a sense 
to (3) at all, while the consequentialist, of course, attaches a sense to (1) only because 
he attaches a sense to (3). Although the non-consequentialist is concerned with right 
actions—such as the carrying out of promises—he may have no general way of comparing 
states of affairs from a moral point of view at all. Indeed, we shall see later and in greater 
depth than these schematic arguments allow, that the emphasis on the necessary compa- 
rability of situations is a peculiar feature of consequentialism in general, and of utilitari- 
anism in particular. 

A different kind of reason Sm geste: it we appe that the non-consequentialist does 
admit, in general, compariso es of affairs. Thus, we might suppose that some 
non-consequentialist Souli consider it a better state of things in which more, rather than 
fewer, people kept their promises, and kept them for non-consequentialist reasons. Yet 
consistently with that he could accept, in a particular case, all of the following: that X 
would do the right thing only if he kept his promise; that keeping his promise would in- 
volve (or consist in) doing A; that several other people would, as a matter of fact, keep 
their promises (and for the right reasons) if and only if X did not do A. There are all sorts 
of situations in which this sort of thing would be true: thus it might be the case that an 
effect of X’s doing A would be to provide some inducement to these others which would 
lead them to break promises which otherwise they would have kept. Thus a non- 
consequentialist can hold both that it is a better state of affairs in which more people keep 
their promises, and that the right thing for X to do is something which brings it about 
that fewer promises are kept. Moreover, it is very obvious what view of things goes with 
holding that. It is one in which, even though from some abstract point of view one state 
of affairs is better than another, it does not follow that a given agent should regard it as 
his business to bring it about, even though it is open to him to do so. More than that, it 
might be that he could not properly regard it as his business. If the goodness of the world 
were to consist in people’s fulfilling their obligations, it would by no means follow that 
one of my obligations was to bring it about that other people kept their obligations. 

Of course, no sane person could really believe that the goodness of the world just con- 
sisted in people keeping their obligations. But that is just an example, to illustrate the 
point that under non-consequentialism (3) oy not, as one might expect, Sk ‘iia (1). 
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not so—not even when the (2)- statement takes the special form of (3). 
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cept that there are some actions which one should always do, or again some which one 
: Sirould never do, whatever the consequences: this is a much stronger position than any in- 
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volved, as I have defined the issues, in the denial of consequentialism. All that is involved, 
on the present account, in the denial of consequentialism, is that with respect to some type 
of action, there are some situations in which that would be the right thing to do, even 
though the state of affairs produced by o1 one’s sone that would be worse than some other 
state of affairs accessible to one. The claim that | rhick | 


t be accessible to one 


J 


U: r be than the state of affairs producea oing 
If that somewhat Moorean formulation has not hopelessly concealed he point, it Sail 
be seen that this second position—the whatever the consequences position—is very much 
stronger than the first, the mere rejection of consequentialism. It is perfectly consistent, 
and it might be thought a mark of sense, to believe, while not being a consequentialist, 
that there was no type of action which satisfied this second condition: that if an adequate 
(and non-question-begging) specification of a type of action has been given in advance, it 
is always possible to think of some situation in which the consequences of doing the ac- 
tion so specified would be so awful that it would be right to do something else. 

Of course, one might think that there just were some types of action which satisfied this 
condition; though it seems to me obscure how one could have much faith in a list of such 
actions unless one supposed that it shag gipernatumal warrant. Alternatively, one might 


ungs being righ -whatever the 
re sequenti This ns ees be offered 
as a very general proposition about human thought, or aes santa as a sociological 
proposition about certain situations of social change, in which utilitarianism (in particu- 
lar) looks the only coherent alternative to a dilapidated set of values. At the level of lan- 
guage, it is worth noting that she use of the word absolute mirrors, take perhaps also 
assists, this association: he claim that r ye of action is ‘ak l 
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A particular sort of psychological connexion—or in an old-fashioned use of the term, a 
‘moral’ connexion—between the two positions might be found in this. If people do not 
regard certain things as ‘absolutely out’, then they are prepared to start thinking about ex- 
treme situations in which what would otherwise be out might, exceptionally, be justified. 
They will, if they are to get clear about what they believe, be prepared to compare differ- 
ent extreme situations and ask what action would be justified in them. But once they have 
got used to that, their inhibitions about thinking of everything in consequential terms 
disappear: the difference between the extreme situations and the less extreme, presents it- 
self no longer as a difference between the exceptional and the usual, but between the 
greater and the less—and the consequential thoughts one was prepared to deploy in the 
greater it may seem quite irrational not to deploy in the less. A fortiori, someone might 
say: but he would have already had to complete this process to see it as a case of a fortiori. 

One could regard this process of adaptation to consequentialism, moreover, not merely 
as a blank piece of psychological association, but as concealing a more elaborate structure 
of thought. One might have the idea that the unthinkable was itself a moral category; and 
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come into hi eE certain digs regarding am indeed as Pp 
tives, is itself something that he regards as dishonourable or morally absurd. But, further, 
he might equally find it unacceptable to consider what to do in certain conceivable situa- 
tions. Logically, or indeed empirically conceivable they may be, but they are not to him 
morally conceivable, meaning by that that their occurrence as situations presenting him 
with a choice would represent not a special problem in his moral world, but something 
that lay beyond its limits. For him, there are certain situations so monstrous that the idea 
that the processes of moral rationality could yield an answer in them is insane: they are 
situations which so transcend in enormity the human business of moral deliberation that 
from a moral point of view it cannot matter any more what happens. Equally, for him, to 
spend time thinking what one would decide if one were in such a situation is also insane, 
if not merely frivolous. 

For such a man, and indeed for anyone who is ee to take him nat ere 


| eA the environment reveals 1 minimum ue it 1S insanity to 
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There are other important questions about the idea of the morally unthinkable, which 
we cannot pursue here. Here we have been concerned with the fe it Saene payi in some- 
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While someone might, in this way or TRER move from one of cise ideas to 
the other, it is very important that the two ideas are different: especially important in a 
world where we have lost traditional reasons for resisting the first idea, but have more than 
enough reasons for fearing the second. 


NEGATIVE RESPONSIBILITY: 
AND TWO EXAMPLES 


Although I have defined a state of affairs being accessible to an agent in terms of the actions 
which are available to him,‘ nevertheless it is the former notion which is really more im- 
portant for consequentialism. Consequentialism is basically indifferent to whether a state 
of affairs consists in what I do, or is produced by what I do, where that notion is itself wide 
enough to include, for instance, situations in which other people do things which I have 
made them do, or allowed them to do, or encouraged them to do, or given them a chance 
to do. All that consequentialism is interested in is the idea of these doings being conse- 
quences of what I do, and that is a relation broad enough to include the relations just men- 
tioned, and many others. 
Just what the relation is, is a different question, and at least as obscure as the nature of 
its relative, cause and effect. It is not a question I shall try to pursue; I will rely on cases 
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where I suppose that any consequentialist would be bound to regard the situations in ques- 
tion as consequences of what the agent does. There are cases where the supposed conse- 
quences stand in a rather remote relation to the action, which are sometimes difficult to 
assess from a practical point of view, but which raise no very interesting question for the 
present enquiry. The more interesting points about consequentialism lie rather elsewhere. 
There are certain situations in which the causation of the situation, the relation it has to 
what I do, is in no way remote or problematic in itself, and entirely justifies the claim that 
the situation is a consequence of what I do: for instance, it is quite clear, or reasonably 
clear, that if I do a certain thing, this situation will come about, and if I do not, it will 
not. So from a consequentialist point of view it goes into the calculation of consequences 
along with any other state of affairs accessible to me. Yet from some, at least, non- 
ane phian of view, tł such situat 


ed by some ‘Bur for ae ees all causal connexions are 
on Pr same jesa, E Seas o difference, so far as that goes, whether the causation of 
a given state of affairs lies through another agent, or not. 

Correspondingly, there is no relevant difference which consists just in one state of af- 
fairs being brought about by me, without intervention of other agents, and another being 
brought about through the invervention of other agents; although some genuinely causal 
differences involving a difference of value may correspond to that (as when, for instance, 
the other agents derive pleasure or pain from the transaction), that kind of difference will 
already be included in the specification of the state of affairs to be produced. Granted that 
the states of affairs have been adequately described in causally and evaluatively relevant 
terms, it niles no Manai comprida difference who produces soi It is because 


S of | nta that it escent alle ivali the notion of negative re- 
RL iit dwe if I am ever responsible for anything, then I must be just as much re- 
sponsible for things that I allow or fail to paa as I am fon nie that I eo in the 


The strong decti of ENE PERAS flows directly from consequentialism’s 
assignment of ultimate value to states of affairs. Looked at from another point of view, it 
can be seen also as a special application of something that is favoured in many moral out- 
looks not themselves consequentialist—something which, indeed, some thinkers have 
been disposed to regard as the essence of morality itself: a principle of impartiality. Such 
a principle will claim that there can be no relevant difference from a moral point of view 
which consists just in the fact, not further explicable in general terms, that benefits or 
harms accrue to one person rather than to another— it’s me’ can never in itself be a morally 
comprehensible reason.* This principle, familiar with regard to the reception of harms and 
benefits, we can see consequentialism as extending to their production: from the moral 
point of view, there is no comprehensible difference which consists just in my bringing 
about a certain outcome rather than someone else’s producing it. That the doctrine of nega- 
tive responsibility represents in this way the extreme of impartiality, and abstracts from 
the identity of the agent, leaving just a locus of causal intervention in the world—that fact 
is not merely a surface paradox. It helps to explain why consequentialism can seem to some 
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to express a more serious attitude than non-consequentialist views, why part of its appeal 
is to a certain kind of high-mindedness. Indeed, that is part of what is wrong with it. 

For a lot of the time so far we have been operating at an exceedingly abstract level. This 
has been necessary in order to get clearer in general terms about the differences between 
consequentialist and other outlooks, an aim which is important if we want to know what 
features of them lead to what results for our thought. Now, however, let us look more con- 
cretely at two examples, to see what utilitarianism might say about them, what we might 
say about utilitarianism and, most importantly of all, what would be implied by certain 
ways of thinking about the situations. The examples are inevitably schematized, and they 
are open to the objection that they beg as many questions as they illuminate. There are 
two ways in particular in which examples in moral philosophy tend to beg important ques- 
tions. One is that, as presented, they arbitrarily cut off and restrict the range of alterna- 
tive courses of action—this objection might particularly be made against the first of my 

two examples. The second is that they inevitably present one with the situation as a going 
concern, and cut off questions about how the agent got into it, and correspondingly about 
moral considerations which might flow from that: this objection might perhaps specially 
arise with regard to the second of my two situations. These difficulties, however, just have 
to be accepted, and if anyone finds these examples cripplingly defective in this sort of re- 
spect, then he must in his own thought rework them in richer and less question-begging 
form. If he feels that no presentation of any imagined situation can ever be other than mis- 
leading in morality, and that there can never be any substitute for the concrete experienced 
complexity of actual moral situations, then this discussion, with him, must certainly grind 
to a halt: but then one may legitimately wonder whether every discussion with him about 
conduct will not grind to a halt, including any discussion about the actual situations, since 
discussion about how one would think and feel about situations somewhat different from 
the actual (that is to say, situations to that extent imaginary) plays an important role in 
discussion of the actual. 

(1) George, who has just taken his Ph.D. in chemistry, finds it extremely difficult to 
get a job. He is not very robust in health, which cuts down the number of jobs he might 
be able to do satisfactorily. His wife has to go out to work to keep them, which itself causes 
a great deal of strain, since they have small children and there are severe problems about 
looking after them. The results of all this, especially on the children, are damaging. An 
older chemist, who knows about this situation, says that he can get George a decently paid 
job in a certain laboratory, which pursues research into chemical and biological warfare. 
George says that he cannot accept this, since he is opposed to chemical and biological war- 
fare. The older man replies that he is not too keen on it himself, come to that, but after 
all George’s refusal is not going to make the job or the laboratory go away; what is more, 
he happens to know that if George refuses the job, it will certainly go to a contemporary 
of George’s who is not inhibited by any such scruples and is likely if appointed to push 
along the research with greater zeal than George would. Indeed, it is not merely concern 
for George and his family, but (to speak frankly and in confidence) some alarm about this 
other man’s excess of zeal, which has led the older man to offer to use his influence to get 
George the job . . . George’s wife, to whom he is deeply attached, has views (the details 
of which need not concern us) from which it follows that at least there is nothing partic- 
ularly wrong with research into CBW. What should he do? 

(2) Jim finds himself in the central square of a small South American town. Tied up 7 | 
against the wall are a row of twenty Indians, most terrified, a few defiant, in front of them” 
several armed men in uniform. A heavy man in a sweat-stained khaki shirt turns out to be 
the captain in charge and, after a good deal of questioning of Jim which establishes that 
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he got there by accident while on a botanical expedition, explains that the Indians are a 
random group of the inhabitants who, after recent acts of protest against the government, 
are just about to be killed to remind other possible protestors of the advantages of not 
protesting. However, since Jim is an honoured visitor from another land, the captain is 
happy to offer him a guest’s privilege of killing one of the Indians himself. If Jim accepts, 
then as a special mark of the occasion, the other Indians will be let off. Of course, if Jim 
refuses, then there is no special occasion, and Pedro here will do what he was about to do 
when Jim arrived, and kill them all. Jim, with some desperate recollection of schoolboy 
fiction, wonders whether if he got hold of a gun, he could hold the captain, Pedro and the 
rest of the soldiers to threat, but it is quite clear from the set-up that nothing of that kind 
is going to work: any attempt at that sort of thing will mean that all the Indians will 
be killed, and himself. The men against the wall, and the other villagers, understand the 
situation, and are obviously begging him to accept. What should he do? 

To these dilemmas, it seems to me that utilitarianism replies, in the first case, that 
George should accept the job, and in the second, that Jim should kill the Indian. Not only 
does utilitarianism give these answers but, if the situations are essentially as described and 
there are no further special factors, it regards them, it seems to me, as obviously the right 
answers. But many of us would certainly wonder whether, in (1), that could possibly be 
the right answer at all; and in the case of (2), even one who came to think that perhaps 
that was the answer, might well wonder whether it was obviously the answer. Nor is it 
just a question of the rightness or obviousness of these answers. It is also a question of what 
sort of considerations come into finding the answer. A feature of utilitarianism is that it 
cuts out a kind of consideration which for some others makes a difference to what they feel 
about such cases: a consideration involving the idea, as we might first and very simply put 
it, that each of us is specially responsible for what þe does, rather than for what other peo- 
ple do. This is an idea closely connected with the value of integrity. It is often suspected 
that ultilitarianism, at least in its direct forms, makes integrity as a value more or less un- 
intelligible. I shall try to show that this suspicion is correct. Of course, even if that is cor- 
rect, it would not necessarily follow that we should reject utilitarianism; perhaps, as utili- 
tarians sometimes suggest, we should just forget about integrity, in favour of such things 
as a concern for the general good. However, if Iam right, we cannot merely do that, since 
the reason why utilitarianism cannot understand integrity is that it cannot coherently de- 
scribe the relations between a man’s projects and his actions. 


TWO KINDS OF REMOTER EFFECT 


A lot of what we have to say about this question will be about the relations between my 
projects and other people’s projects, But before we get on to that, we should first ask 
whether we are assuming too hastily what the utilitarian answers to the dilemmas will be. 
In terms of more direct effect of the possible decisions, there does not indeed seem much 
doubt about the answer in either case; but it might be said that in terms of more remote 
or less evident effects counterweights might be found to enter the utilitarian scales. Thus 
the effect on George of a decision to take the job might be invoked, or its effect on others 
who might know of his decision. The possibility of there being more beneficent labours 
in the future from which he might be barred or disqualified, might be mentioned; and so 
forth. Such effects—in particular, possible effects on the agent’s character, and effects on 
the public at large—are often invoked by utilitarian writers dealing with problems about 
lying or promise-breaking, and some similar considerations might be invoked here. 
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There is one very general remark that is worth making about arguments of this sort. 
The certainty that attaches to these hypotheses about possible effects is usually pretty low; 
in some cases, indeed, the hypothesis invoked is so implausible that it would scarcely pass 
if it were not being used to deliver the respectable moral answer, as in the standard fan- 
tasy that one of the effects of one’s telling a particular lie is to weaken the disposition of 
the world at large to tell the truth. The demands on the certainty or probability of these 
beliefs as beliefs about particular actions are much milder than they would be on beliefs 
favouring the unconventional course. It may be said that this is as it should be, since the 
presumption must be in favour of the conventional course: but that scarcely seems a utili- 
tarian answer, unless utilitarianism has already taken off in the direction of not applying 
the consequences to the particular act at all. 

Leaving aside that very general point, I want to consider now two types of effect that 
are often invoked by utilitarians, and which might be invoked in connexion with these 
imaginary cases. The attitude or tone involved in invoking these effects may sometimes 
seem peculiar; but that sort of peculiarity soon becomes familiar in utilitarian discussions, 
and indeed it can be something of an achievement to retain a sense of it. 

First, there is the psychological effect on the agent. Our descriptions of these situations 
have not so far taken account of how George or Jim will be after they have taken the one 
course or the other; and it might be said that if they take the course which seemed at first 
the utilitarian one, the effects on them will be in fact bad enough and extensive enough 
to cancel out the initial utilitarian advantages of that course. Now there is one version of 
this effect in which, for a utilitarian, some confusion must be involved, namely that in 
which the agent feels bad, his subsequent conduct and relations are crippled and so on, be- 
cause he thinks that he has done the wrong thing—for if the balance of outcomes was as it ap- 
peared to be before invoking this effect, then he has not (from the utilitarian point of view) 
done the wrong thing. So that version of the effect, for a rational and utilitarian agent, 
could not possibly make any difference to the assessment of right and wrong. However, 
perhaps he is not a thoroughly rational agent, and is disposed to have bad feelings, 
whichever he decided to do. Now such feelings, which are from a strictly utilitarian point 
of view irrational—nothing, a utilitarian can point out, is advanced by having them— 
cannot, consistently, have any great weight in a utilitarian calculation. I shall consider in 
a moment an argument to suggest that they should have no weight at all in it. But short 
of that, the utilitarian could reasonably say that such feelings should not be encouraged, 
even if we accept their existence, and that to give them a lot of weight is to encourage 
them. Or, at the very best, even if they are straightforwardly and without any discount to 
be put into the calculation, their weight must be small: they are after all (and at best) one 
man’s feelings. 

That consideration might seem to have particular force in Jim’s case. In George’s case, 
his feelings represent a larger proportion of what is to be weighed, and are more com- 
mensurate in character with other items in the calculation. In Jim’s case, however, his feel- 
ings might seem to be of very little weight compared with other things that are at stake. 
There is a powerful and recognizable appeal that can be made on this point: as that a re- 
fusal by Jim to do what he has been invited to do would be a kind of self-indulgent squea- 
mishness. That is an appeal which can be made by other than utilitarians—indeed, there 
are some uses of it which cannot be consistently made by utilitarians, as when it essen- 
tially involves the idea that there is something dishonourable about such self-indulgence. 
But in some versions it is a familiar, and it must be said a powerful, weapon of utilitari- 
anism. One must be clear, though, about what it can and cannot accomplish. The most it 
can do, so far as I can see, is to invite one to consider how seriously, and for what reasons, 
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one feels that what one is invited to do is (in these circumstances) wrong, and in particu- 
lar, to consider that question from the utilitarian point of view. When the agent is not see- 
ing the situation from a utilitarian point of view, the appeal cannot force him to do so; 
and if he does come round to seeing it from a utilitarian point of view, there is virtually 
nothing left for the appeal to do. If he does not see it from a utilitarian point of view, he 
will not see his resistance to the invitation, and the unpleasant feelings he associates with 
accepting it, just as disagreeable experiences of his; they figure rather as emotional expres- 
sions of a thought that to accept would be wrong. He may be asked, as by the appeal, to 
consider whether he is right, and indeed whether he is fully serious, in thinking that. But 
the assertion of the appeal, that he is being self-indulgently squeamish, will not itself an- 
swer that question, or even help to answer it, since it essentially tells him to regard his 
feelings just as unpleasant experiences of his, and he cannot, by doing that, answer the 
question they pose when they are precisely not so regarded, but are regarded as indica- 
tions’? of what he thinks is right and wrong. If he does come round fully to the utilitarian 
point of view then of course he will regard these feelings just as unpleasant experiences of 
his. And once Jim—at least—has come to see them in that light, there is nothing left for 
the appeal to do, since of course his feelings, so regarded, are of virtually no weight at all 
in relation to the other things at stake. The ‘squeamishness’ appeal is not an argument 
which adds in a hitherto neglected consideration. Rather, it is an invitation to consider the 
situation, and one’s own feelings, from a utilitarian point of view. 

The reason why the squeamishness appeal can be very unsettling, and one can be un- 
nerved by the suggestion of self-indulgence in going against utilitarian considerations, is 
not that we are utilitarians who are uncertain what utilitarian value to attach to our moral 
feelings, but that we are partially at least not utilitarians, and cannot regard our moral 
feelings merely as objects of utilitarian value. Because our moral relation to the world is 
partly given by such feelings, and by a sense of what we can or cannot ‘live with’, to come 
to regard those feelings from a purely utilitarian point of view, that is to say, as happen- 
ings outside one’s moral self, is to lose a sense of one’s moral identity; to lose, in the most 
literal way, one’s integrity. At this point utilitarianism alienates one from one’s moral feel- 
ings; we shall see a little later how, more basically, it alienates one from one’s actions as 
well. 

If, then, one is really going to regard one’s feelings from a strictly utilitarian point of 
view, Jim should give very little weight at all to his; it seems almost indecent, in fact, once 
one has taken that point of view, to suppose that he should give any at all. In George’s case 
one might feel that things were slightly different. It is interesting, though, that one rea- 
son why one might think that—namely that one person principally affected is his wife— 
is very dubiously available to a utilitarian. George’s wife has some reason to be interested 
in George’s integrity and his sense of it; the Indians, quite properly, have no interest in 
Jim’s. But it is not at all clear how utilitarianism would describe that difference. 

There is an argument, and a strong one, that a strict utilitarian should give not merely 
small extra weight, in calculations of right and wrong, to feelings of this kind, but that 
he should give absolutely no weight to them at all. This is based on the point, which we 
have already seen, that if a course of action is, before taking these sorts of feelings into ac- 
count, utilitarianly preferable, then bad feelings about that kind of action will be from a 
utilitarian point of view irrational. Now it might be thought that even if that is so, it 
would not mean that in a utilitarian calculation such feelings should not be taken into ac- 
count; it is after all a well-known boast of utilitarianism that it is a realistic outlook which 
seeks the best in the world as it is, and takes any form of happiness or unhappiness into 
account. While a utilitarian will no doubt seek to diminish the incidence of feelings which 
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are utilitarianly irrational—or at least of disagreeable feelings which are so—he might be 
expected to take them into account while they exist. This is without doubt classical utili- 
tarian doctrine, but there is good reason to think that utilitarianism cannot stick to it 
without embracing results which are startlingly unacceptable and perhaps self-defeating. 

Suppose that there is in a certain society a racial minority. Considering merely the or- 
dinary interests of the other citizens, as opposed to their sentiments, this minority does no 
particular harm; we may suppose that it does not confer any very great benefits either. Its 
presence is in those terms neutral or mildly beneficial. However, the other citizens have 
such prejudices that they find the sight of this group, even the knowledge of its presence, 
very disagreeable. Proposals are made for removing in some way this minority. If we 
assume various quite plausible things (as that programmes to change the majority senti- 
ment are likely to be protracted and ineffective) then even if the removal would be un- 
pleasant for the minority, a utilitarian calculation might well end up favouring this step, 
especially if the minority were a rather small minority and the majority were very severely 
prejudiced, that is to say, were made very severely uncomfortable by the presence of the 
minority. 

A utilitarian might find that conclusion embarrassing; and not merely because of its 
nature, but because of the grounds on which it is reached. While a utilitarian might be 
expected to take into account certain other sorts of consequences of the prejudice, as that 
a majority prejudice is likely to be displayed in conduct disagreeable to the minority, and 
so forth, he might be made to wonder whether the unpleasant experiences of the preju- 
diced people should be allowed, merely as such, to count. If he does count them, merely as 
such, then he has once more separated himself from a body of ordinary moral thought 
which he might have hoped to accommodate; he may also have started on the path of de- 
feating his own view of things. For one feature of these sentiments is that they are from 
the utilitarian point of view itself irrational, and a thoroughly utilitarian person would ei- 
ther not have them, or if he found that he did tend to have them, would himself seek to 
discount them. Since the sentiments in question are such that a rational utilitarian would 
discount them in himself, it is reasonable to suppose that he should discount them in his 
calculations about society; it does seem quite unreasonable for him to give just as much 
weight to feelings—considered just in themselves, one must recall, as experiences of those 
that have them—which are essentially based on views which are from a utilitarian point 
of view irrational, as to those which accord with utilitarian principles. Granted this idea, 
it seems reasonable for him to rejoin a body of moral thought in other respects congenial 
to him, and discount those sentiments, just considered in themselves, totally, on the prin- 
ciple that no pains or discomforts are to count in the utilitarian sum which their subjects 
have just because they hold views which are by utilitarian standards irrational. But if he 
accepts that, then in the cases we are at present considering no extra weight at all can be 
put in for bad feelings of George or Jim about their choices, if those choices are, leaving 
out those feelings, on the first round utilitarianly rational. 

The psychological effect on the agent was the first of two general effects considered 
by utilitarians, which had to be discussed. The second is in general a more substantial 
item, but it need not take so long, since it is both clearer and has little application to the 
present cases. This is the precedent effect. As Burke rightly emphasized, this effect can be 
important: that one morally can do what someone has actually done, is a psychologically 
effective principle, if not a deontically valid one. For the effect to operate, obviously some 
conditions must hold on the publicity of the act and on such things as the status of the 
agent (such considerations weighed importantly with Sir Thomas More); what these may 
be will vary evidently with circumstances. 
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In order for the precedent effect to make a difference to a utilitarian calculation, it must 
be based upon a confusion. For suppose that there is an act which would be the best in the 
circumstances, except that doing it will encourage by precedent other people to do things 
which will not be the best things to do. Then the situation of those other people must be 
relevantly different from that of the original agent; if it were not, then in doing the same 
as what would be the best course for the original agent, they would necessarily do the best 
thing themselves. But if the situations are in this way relevantly different, it must be a 
confused perception which takes the first situation, and the agent’s course in it, as an ade- 
quate precedent for the second. 

However, the fact that the precedent effect, if it really makes a difference, is in this sense 
based on a confusion, does not mean that it is not perfectly real, nor that it is to be dis- 
counted: social effects are by their nature confused in this sort of way. What it does em- 
phasize is that calculations of the precedent effect have got to be realistic, involving con- 
siderations of how people are actually likely to be influenced. In the present examples, 
however, it is very implausible to think that the precedent effect could be invoked to make 
any difference to the calculation. Jim’s case is extraordinary enough, and it is hard to imag- 
ine who the recipients of the effect might be supposed to be; while George is not in a suf- 
ficiently public situation or role for the question to arise in that form, and in any case one 
might suppose that the motivations of others on such an issue were quite likely to be fixed 
one way or another already. 

No appeal, then, to these other effects is going to make a difference to what the utili- 
tarian will decide about our examples. Let us now look more closely at the structure of 
those decisions. 


INTEGRITY 


The situations have in common that if the agent does not do a certain disagreeable thing, 
someone else will, and in Jim’s situation at least the result, the state of affairs after the other 
man has acted, if he does, will be worse than after Jim has acted, if Jim does. The same, on 
a smaller scale, is true of George’s case. I have already suggested that it is inherent in conse- 
quentialism that it offers a strong doctrine of negative responsibility: if I know that if I do 
X, O, will eventuate, and if I refrain from doing X, O, will, and that O, is worse than O,, then 
I am responsible for O, if I refrain voluntarily from doing X. “You could have prevented it’, 
as will be said, and truly, to Jim, if he refuses, by the relatives of the other Indians. (I shall 
leave the important question, which is to the side of the present issue, of the obligations, if 
any, that nest round the word ‘know’: how far does one, under utilitarianism, have to re- 
search into the possibilities of maximally beneficent action, including prevention?) 

In the present cases, the situation of O, includes another agent bringing about results 
worse than O,. So far as O, has been identified up to this point—merely as the worse out- 
come which will eventuate if I refrain from doing X—we might equally have said that 
what that other brings about is 0,; but that would be to underdescribe the situation. For 
what occurs if Jim refrains from action is not solely twenty Indians dead, but Pedro’s killing 
twenty Indians, and that is not a result which Pedro brings about, though the death of the 
Indians is. We can say: what one does is not included in the outcome of what one does, 
while what another does can be included in the outcome of what one does. For that to be 
so, as the terms are now being used, only a very weak condition has to be satisfied: for 
Pedro's killing the Indians to be the outcome of Jim’s refusal, it only has to be causally 
true that if Jim had not refused, Pedro would not have done it. 
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That may be enough for us to speak, in some sense, of Jim’s responsibility for that out- 
come, if it occurs; but it is certainly not enough, it is worth noticing, for us to speak of 
Jim’s making those things happen. For granted this way of their coming about, he could 
have made them happen only by making Pedro shoot, and there is no acceptable sense in 
which his refusal makes Pedro shoot. If the captain had said on Jim’s refusal, ‘you leave 
me with no alternative’, he would have been lying, like most who use that phrase. While 
the deaths, and the killing, may be the outcome of Jim’s refusal, it is misleading to think, 
in such a case, of Jim having an effect on the world through the medium (as it happens) of 
Pedro’s acts; for this is to leave Pedro out of the picture in his essential role of one who has 
intentions and projects, projects for realizing which Jim’s refusal would leave an opportu- 
nity. Instead of thinking in terms of supposed effects of Jim’s projects on Pedro, it is more 
revealing to think in terms of the effects of Pedro’s projects on Jim’s decision. This is the 
direction from which I want to criticize the notion of negative responsibility. 

There are of course other ways in which this notion can be criticized. Many have 
hoped to discredit it by insisting on the basic moral relevance of the distinction between 
action and inaction, between intervening and letting things take their course. The dis- 
tinction is certainly of great moral significance, and indeed it is not easy to think of any 
moral outlook which could get along without making some use of it. But it is unclear, 
both in itself and in its moral applications, and the unclarities are of a kind which pre- 
cisely cause it to give way when, in very difficult cases, weight has to be put on it. There 
is much to be said in this area, but I doubt whether the sort of dilemma we are consid- 
ering is going to be resolved by a simple use of this distinction. Again, the issue of neg- 
ative responsibility can be pressed on the question of how limits are to be placed on one’s 
apparently boundless obligation, implied by utilitarianism, to improve the world. Some 
answers are needed to that, too—and answers which stop short of relapsing into the bad 
faith of supposing that one’s responsibilities could be adequately characterized just by 
appeal to one’s roles.” But, once again, while that is a real question, it cannot be brought 
to bear directly on the present kind of case, since it is hard to think of anyone suppos- 
ing that in Jim’s case it would be an adequate response for him to say that it was none 
of his business. 

What projects does a utilitarian agent have? As a utilitarian, he has the general project 
of bringing about maximally desirable outcomes; how he is to do this at any given mo- 
ment is a question of what causal levers, so to speak, are at that moment within reach. The 
desirable outcomes, however, do not just consist of agents carrying out that project; there 
must be other more basic or lower-order projects which he and other agents have, and the 
desirable outcomes are going to consist, in part, of the maximally harmonious realization 
of those projects (‘in part’, because one component of a utilitarianly desirable outcome may 
be the occurrence of agreeable experiences which are not the satisfaction of anybody’s proj- 
ects). Unless there were first-order projects, the general utilitarian project would have 
nothing to work on, and would be vacuous. What do the more basic or lower-order pro- 
jects comprise? Many will be the obvious kinds of desires for things for oneself, one’s 
family, one’s friends, including basic necessities of life, and in more relaxed circumstances, 
objects of taste. Or there may be pursuits and interests of an intellectual, cultural or cre- 
ative character. I introduce those as a separate class not because the objects of them lie 
in a separate class, and provide—as some utilitarians, in their churchy way, are fond of 
saying—'‘higher’ pleasures. I introduce them separately because the agent’s identification 
with them may be of a different order. It does not have to be: cultural and aesthetic in- 
terests just belong, for many, along with any other taste; but some people’s commitment 
to these kinds of interests just is at once more thoroughgoing and serious than their 
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pursuit of various objects of taste, while it is more individual and permeated with charac- 
ter than the desire for the necessities of life. 

Beyond these, someone may have projects connected with his support of some cause: 
Zionism, for instance, or the abolition of chemical and biological warfare. Or there may 
be projects which flow from some more general disposition towards human conduct and 
character, such as a hatred of injustice, or of cruelty, or of killing. 

It may be said that this last sort of disposition and its associated project do not count 
as (logically) ‘lower-order’ relative to the higher-order project of maximizing desirable 
outcomes; rather, it may be said, it is itself a ‘higher-order’ project. The vital question 
is not, however, how it is to be classified, but whether it and similar projects are to count 
among the projects whose satisfaction is to be included in the maximizing sum, and, cor- 
respondingly, as contributing to the agent’s happiness. If the utilitarian says ‘no’ to that, 
then he is almost certainly committed to a version of utilitarianism as absurdly superfi- 
cial and shallow as Benthamite versions have often been accused of being. For this pro- 
ject will be discounted, presumably, on the ground that it involves, in the specification 
of its object, the mention of other people’s happiness or interests: thus it is the kind of 
project which (unlike the pursuit of food for myself) presupposes a reference to other 
people’s projects. But that criterion would eliminate any desire at all which was not 
blankly and in the most straightforward sense egoistic."’ Thus we should be reduced to 
frankly egoistic first-order projects, and—for all essential purposes—the one second- 
order utilitarian project of maximally satisfying first-order projects. Utilitarianism has a 
tendency to slide in this direction, and to leave a vast hole in the range of human de- 
sires, between egoistic inclinations and necessities at one end, and impersonally benevo- 
lent happiness-management at the other. But the utilitarianism which has to leave this 
hole is the most primitive form, which offers a quite rudimentary account of desire. 
Modern versions of the theory are supposed to be neutral with regard to what sorts of 
things make people happy or what their projects are. Utilitarianism would do well then 
to acknowledge the evident fact that among the things that make people happy is not 
only making other people happy, but being taken up or involved in any of a vast range 
of projects, or—if we waive the evangelical and moralizing associations of the word— 
commitments. One can be committed to such things as a person, a cause, an institution, 
a career, one’s own genius, or the pursuit of danger. 

Now none of these is itself the pursuit of happiness: by an exceedingly ancient platitude, 
it is not at all clear that there could be anything which was just that, or at least anything 
that had the slightest chance of being successful. Happiness, rather, requires being in- 
volved in, or at least content with, something else.’ It is not impossible for utilitarianism 
to accept that point: it does not have to be saddled with a naive and absurd philosophy of 
mind about the relation between desire and happiness. What it does have to say is that if 
such commitments are worth while, then pursuing the projects that flow from them, and 
realizing some of those projects, will make the person for whom they are worth while, 
happy. It may be that to claim that is still wrong: it may well be that a commitment can 
make sense to a man (can make sense to his life) without his supposing that it will make 
him happy.” But that is not the present point; let us grant to utilitarianism that all worth- 
while human projects must conduce, one way or another, to happiness. The point is that 
even if that is true, it does not follow, nor could it possibly be true, that those projects are 
themselves projects of pursuing happiness. One has to believe in, or at least want, or quite 
minimally, be content with, other things, for there to be anywhere that happiness can come 
from. 

Utilitarianism, then, should be willing to agree that its general aim of maximizing hap- 
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piness does not imply that what everyone is doing is just pursuing happiness. On the 
contrary, people have to be pursuing other things. What those other things may be, 
utilitarianism, sticking to its professed empirical stance, should be prepared just to find 
out. No doubt some possible projects it will want to discourage, on the grounds that their 
being pursued involves a negative balance of happiness to others: though even there, the 
unblinking accountant’s eye of the strict utilitarian will have something to put in the posi- 
tive column, the satisfactions of the destructive agent. Beyond that, there will be a vast 
variety of generally beneficent or at least harmless projects; and some no doubt, will take 
the form not just of tastes or fancies, but of what I have called ‘commitments’. It may even 
be that the utilitarian researcher will find that many of those with commitments, who have 
really identified themselves with objects outside themselves, who are thoroughly involved 
with other persons, or institutions, or activities or causes, are actually happier than those 
whose projects and wants are not like that. If so, that is an important piece of utilitarian 
empirical lore. 

When I say ‘happier” here, I have in mind the sort of consideration which any utili- 
tarian would be committed to accepting: as for instance that such people are less likely 
to have a break-down or commit suicide. Of course that is not all that is actually in- 
volved, but the point in this argument is to use to the maximum degree utilitarian no- 
tions, in order to locate a breaking point in utilitarian thought. In appealing to this 
strictly utilitarian notion, I am being more consistent with utilitarianism than Smart is. 
In his struggles with the problem of the brain-electrode man, Smart (p. 22) commends 
the idea that ‘happy’ is a partly evaluative term, in the sense that we call ‘happiness’ 
those kinds of satisfaction which, as things are, we approve of. But by what standard is 
this surplus element of approval supposed, from a utilitarian point of view, to be allo- 
cated? There is no source for it, on a strictly utilitarian view, except further degrees of 
satisfaction, but there are none of those available, or the problem would not arise. Nor 
does it help to appeal to the fact that we dislike in prospect things which we like when 
we get there, for from a utilitarian point of view it would seem that the original dislike 
was merely irrational or based on an error. Smart’s argument at this point seems to be 
embarrassed by a well-known utilitarian uneasiness, which comes from a feeling that it 
is not respectable to ignore the ‘deep’, while, not having anywhere left in human life to 
locate it." 

Let us now go back to the agent as utilitarian, and his higher-order project of maxi- 
mizing desirable outcomes. At this level, he is committed only to that: what the out- 
come will actually consist of will depend entirely on the facts, on what persons with what 
projects and what potential satisfactions there are within calculable reach of the causal 
levers near which he finds himself. His own substantial projects and commitments come 
into it, but only as one lot among others—they potentially provide one set of satisfac- 
tions among those which he may be able to assist from where he happens to be. He is 
the agent of the satisfaction system who happens to be at a particular point at a par- 
ticular time: in Jim’s case, our man in South America. His own decisions as a utilitar- 
ian agent are a function of all the satisfactions which he can affect from where he is: and 
this means that the projects of others, to an indeterminately great extent, determine his 
decision. 

This may be so either positively or negatively. It will be so positively if agents within 
the causal field of his decision have projects which are at any rate harmless, and so should 
be assisted. It will equally be so, but negatively, if there is an agent within the causal field 
whose projects are harmful, and have to be frustrated to maximize desirable outcomes. So 
it is with Jim and the soldier Pedro. On the utilitarian view, the undesirable projects of 
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other people as much determine, in this negative way, one’s decisions as the desirable ones 
do positively: if those people were not there, or had different projects, the causal nexus 
would be different, and it is the actual state of the causal nexus which determines the de- 
cision. The determination to an indefinite degree of my decisions by other people’s proj- 
ects is just another aspect of my unlimited responsibility to act for the best in a causal 
framework formed to a considerable extent by their projects. 

The decision so determined is, for utilitarianism, the right decision. But what if it con- 
flicts with some project of mine? This, the utilitarian will say, has already been dealt with: 
the satisfaction to you of fulfilling your project, and any satisfactions to others of your so 
doing, have already been through the calculating device and have been found inadequate. 
Now in the case of many sorts of projects, that is a perfectly reasonable sort of answer. But 
in the case of projects of the sort I have called ‘commitments’, those with which one is 
more deeply and extensively involved and identified, this cannot just by itself be an ade- 
quate answer, and there may be no adequate answer at all. For, to take the extreme sort of 
case, how can a man, as a utilitarian agent, come to regard as one satisfaction among oth- 
ers, and a dispensable one, a project or attitude round which he has built his life, just be- 
cause someone else’s projects have so structured the causal scene that that is how the util- 
itarian sum comes out? 

The point here is not, as utilitarians may hasten to say, that if the project or attitude 
is that central to his life, then to abandon it will be very disagreeable to him and great 
loss of utility will be involved. I have already argued in [the previous} section that it is 
not like that; on the contrary, once he is prepared to look at it like that, the argument 
in any serious case is over anyway. The point is that he is identified with his actions as 
flowing from projects and attitudes which in some cases he takes seriously at the deep- 
est level, as what his life is about (or, in some cases, this section of his life—seriousness 
is not necessarily the same as persistence). It is absurd to demand of such a man, when 
the sums come in from the utility network which the projects of others have in part de- 
termined, that he should just step aside from his own project and decision and ac- 
knowledge the decision which utilitarian calculation requires. It is to alientate him in a 
real sense from his actions and the source of his action in his own convictions. It is to 
make him into a channel between the input of everyone’s projects, including his own, 
and an output of optimific decision; but this is to neglect the extent to which 4zs actions 
and his decisions have to be seen as the actions and decisions which flow from the proj- 
ects and attitudes with which he is most closely identified. It is thus, in the most literal 
sense, an attack on his integrity." 

These sorts of considerations do not in themselves give solutions to practical dilem- 
mas such as those provided by our examples; but I hope they help to provide other ways 
of thinking about them. In fact, it is not hard to see that in George’s case, viewed from 
this perspective, the utilitarian solution would be wrong. Jim’s case is different, and 
harder. But if (as I suppose) the utilitarian is probably right in this case, that is not to 
be found out just by asking the utilitarian’s questions. Discussions of it—and I am not 
going to try to carry it further here—will have to take seriously the distinction between 
my killing someone, and its coming about because of what I do that someone else kills 
them: a distinction based, not so much on the distinction between action and inaction, 
as on the distinction between my projects and someone else’s projects. At least it will 
have to start by taking that seriously, as utilitarianism does not; but then it will have 
to build out from there by asking why that distinction seems to have less, or a different, 
force in this case than it has in George’s. One question here would be how far one’s 
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powerful objection to killing people just is, in fact, an application of a powerful objec- 
tion to their being killed. Another dimension of that is the issue of how much it mat- 
ters that the people at risk are actual, and there, as opposed to hypothetical, or future, 
or merely elsewhere.'® 


wr DO N 


DE 


12. 


las 


14. 


1: 


16. 


Notes 


. The terminology of things ‘being valuable’, ‘having intrinsic value’, etc., is not meant to beg 


any questions in general value-theory. Non-cognitive theories, such as Smart’s, should be able 
to recognize the distinctions made here. [Williams is referring to Smart’s essay, which is in the 
same volume as his.} 

A point noted by Smart, p. 13. 

Cf. Smart’s definition, p. 45. 

In Smart’s terminology, the ‘rational thing’: pp. 46-7. 

‘Only’ here may seem a bit strong: but I take it that it is not an unreasonable demand on an 
account of his doing że right thing in S that his action is uniquely singled out from the alter- 
natives. A further detail: one should strictly say, not that (1) implies a statement of the form 
(2), but that (1) implies that there is a true statement of that form. 

See last section, p. 568. 

This is a fairly modest sense of ‘responsibility’, introduced merely by one’s ability to reflect on, 
and decide, what one ought to do. This presumably escapes Smart’s ban on the notion of ‘the 
responsibility’ as ‘a piece of metaphysical nonsense’—his remarks seem to be concerned solely 
with situations of inter-personal blame. 

There is a tendency in some writers to suggest that it is not a comprehensible reason at all. But 
this, I suspect, is due to the overwhelming importance those writers ascribe to the moral point 
of view. 

On the non-cognitivist meta-ethic in terms of which Smart presents his utilitarianism, the term 
‘indications’ here would represent an understatement. 


. For some remarks bearing on this, see Morality, the section on ‘Goodness and roles’, and Cohen’s 


article there cited. 

On the subject of egoistic and non-egoistic desires, see ‘Egoism and altruism’, in Problems of the 
Self (Cambridge University Press, London, 1973). 

This does not imply that there is no such thing as the project of pursuing pleasure. Some 
writers who have correctly resisted the view that all desires are desires for pleasure, have 
given an account of pleasure so thoroughly adverbial as to leave it quite unclear how there 
could be a distinctively hedonist way of life at all. Some room has to be left for that, though 
there are important difficulties both in defining it and living it. Thus (particularly in the 
case of the very rich) it often has highly ritual aspects, apparently part of a strategy to 
counter boredom. 

For some remarks on this possibility, see Morality, section on ‘What is morality about?’ [Mor- 
ality: An Introduction to Ethics (Harper and Row, New York, 1972).] 

One of many resemblances in spirit between utilitarianism and high-minded evangelical 
Christianity. 

Interestingly related to these notions is the Socratic idea that courage is a virtue particularly 
connected with keeping a clear sense of what one regards as most important. They also cen- 
trally raise questions about the value of pride. Humility, as something beyond the real de- 
mand of correct self-appraisal, was specially a Christian virtue because it involved sub- 
servience to God. In a secular context it can only represent subservience to other men and 
their projects. 

For a more general discussion of this issue see Charles Fried, An Anatomy of Values (Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1970), Part Three. 
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Richard B. Brandt (1910- ) is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the University of Michigan. 
He defends the view that our moral obligations are determined by those moral rules that have 
maximal utility value. 


Some Merits of One Form 
of Rule Utilitarianism 


1. Utilitarianism is the thesis that the moral predicates of an act—at least its objective 
rightness or wrongness, and sometimes also its moral praiseworthiness or blameworthiness 
—are functions in some way, direct or indirect, of consequences for the welfare of sentient 
creatures, and of nothing else. Utilitarians differ about what precise function they are; and 
they differ about what constitutes welfare and how it is to be measured. But they agree 
that all one needs to know, in order to make moral appraisals correctly, is the consequences 
of certain things for welfare. 

Utilitarianism is thus a normative ethical thesis and not, at least not necessarily, a 
metaethical position—that is, a position about the meaning and justification of ethical 
statements. It is true that some utilitarians have declared that the truth of the normative 
thesis follows, given the ordinary, or proper, meaning of moral terms such as “right.” I 
shall ignore this further, metaethical claim. More recently some writers have suggested 
something very similar, to the effect that our concept of “morality” is such that we could 
not call a system of rules a “moral system” unless it were utilitarian in some sense. 

This latter suggestion is of special interest to us, since the general topic of the present 
conference is “the concept of morality,” and I wish to comment on it very briefly. It is true 
that there is a connection between utilitarianism and the concept of morality; at least I 
believe—and shall spell out the contention later—that utilitarianism cannot be explained, 
at least in its most plausible form, without making use of the concept of “morality” and, 
furthermore, without making use of an analysis of this concept. But the reverse relation- 
ship does not hold: it is not true that the concept “morality” is such that we cannot prop- 
erly call a system of rules a morality unless it is a thoroughly utilitarian system, although 
possibly we would not call a system of rules a “morality” if it did not regulate at all the 
forms of conduct which may be expected to do good or harm to sentient persons. One 
reason why it is implausible to hold that any morality is necessarily utilitarian is that 
any plausible form of utilitarianism will be a rather complex thesis, and it seems that the 
concept of morality is hardly subtle enough to entail anything so complex—although, 
of course, such reasoning does not exclude the possibility of the concept of morality en- 
tailing some simple and unconvincing form of utilitarianism. A more decisive reason, 
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however, is that we so use the term “morality” that we can say consistently chat the mor- 
ality of a society contains some prohibitions which considerations of utility do not sup- 
port, or are not even thought to support: for example, some restrictions on sexual behav- 
ior. (Other examples are mentioned later.) Thus there is no reason to think that only a 
utilitarian code could properly be called a “moral code” or a “morality,” as these are ordi- 
narily used. 

In any case, even if “nonutilitarian morality” (or “right, but harmful”) were a contra- 
diction in terms, utilitarianism as a normative thesis would not yet be established; for it 
would be open to a nonutilitarian to advocate changing the meaning of “morality” (or 
“right”) in order to allow for his normative views. There is, of course, the other face of the 
coin: even if, as we actually use the term “morality” (or “right”), the above expressions are 
not contradictions in terms, it might be a good and justifiable thing for people to be 
taught to use words so that these expressions would become self-contradictory. But if there 
are good reasons for doing the last, presumably there are good and convincing reasons for 
adopting utilitarianism as a normative thesis, without undertaking such a roundabout 
route to the goal. I shall, therefore, discuss utilitarianism as a normative thesis, without 
supposing that it can be supported by arguing that a nonutilitarian morality is a contra- 
diction in terms. 

2. Ifan analysis of concepts like “morally wrong” and “morality” and “moral code” does 
not enable us to establish the truth of the utilitarian thesis, the question arises what stan- 
dard a normative theory like utilitarianism has to meet in order for a reasonable pre- 
sumption to be established in its favor. It is well known that the identity and justification 
of any such standard can be debated at length. In order to set bounds to the present dis- 
cussion, I shall state briefly the standard I shall take for granted for purposes of the pres- 
ent discussion. Approximately this standard would be acceptable to a good many writers 
on normative ethics. However this may be, it would be agreed that it is worth knowing 
whether some form of utilitarianism meets this standard better than any other form of 
utilitarian theory, and it is this question which I shall discuss. 

The standard which I suggest an acceptable normative moral theory has to meet is this: 
The theory must contain no unintelligible concepts or internal inconsistencies; it must not 
be inconsistent with known facts; it must be capable of precise formulation so that its im- 
plications for action can be determined; and—most important—its implications must be 
acceptable to thoughtful persons who have had reasonably wide experience, when taken in 
the light of supporting remarks that can be made, and when compared with the implica- 
tions of other clearly scatable normative theories. It is not required that the implications 
of a satisfactory theory be consonant with the uncriticized moral intuitions of intelligent 
and experienced people, but only with those intuitions which stand in the light of sup- 
porting remarks, etc. Furthermore, it is not required of an acceptable theory that the best 
consequences would be produced by people adopting that theory, in contrast to other the- 
ories by which they might be convinced. (The theory might be so complex that it would 
be a good thing if most people did noc try their hand at applying it to concrete situations!) 
It may be a moving ad hominem argument, if one can persuade an act-utilitarian that it 
would have bad consequences for people to try to determine the right act according to that 
theory, and to live by their conclusions; but such a showing would not be a reasonable 
ground for rejecting that normative theory. 

3. Before turning to the details of various types of utilitarian theory, it may be helpful 
to offer some “supporting remarks” which will explain some reasons why some philoso- 
phers are favorably disposed toward a utilitarian type of normative theory. 

(a) The utilitarian principle provides a clear and definite procedure for determining 


a 


586 RICHARD B. BRANDT 


which acts are right or wrong (praiseworthy or blameworthy), by observation and the 
methods of science alone and without the use of any supplementary intuitions (assuming 
that empirical procedures can determine when something maximizes utility), for all cases, 
including the complex ones about which intuitions are apt to be mute, such as whether 
kleptomanic behavior is blameworthy or whether it is right to break a confidence in cer- 
tain circumstances. The utilitarian presumably frames his thesis so as to conform with en- 
lightened intuitions which are clear, but his thesis, being general, has implications for all 
cases, including those about which his intuitions are not clear. The utilitarian principle is 
like a general scientific theory, which checks with observations at many points, but can 
also be used as a guide to beliefs on matters inaccessible to observation (like the behavior 
of matter at absolute zero temperature). 

Utilitarianism is not the only normative theory with this desirable property; egoism is 
another, and, with some qualifications, so is Kant’s theory. 

(b) Any reasonably plausible normative theory will give a large place to consequences 
for welfare in the moral assessment of actions, for this consideration enters continuously 
and substantially into ordinary moral thinking. Theories which ostensibly make no appeal 
of this sort either admit utilitarian considerations by the back door, or have counter- 
intuitive consequences. Therefore the ideal of simplicity leads us to hope for the possibil- 
ity of a pure utilitarian theory. Moreover, utilitarianism avoids the necessity of weighing 
disparate things such as justice and utility. 

(c) Ifa proposed course of action does not raise moral questions, it is generally regarded 
as rational, and its agent well advised to perform it, if and only if it will maximize ex- 
pectable utility for the agent. In a similar vein, it can be argued that society’s “choice” of 
an institution of morality is rational and well advised, if and only if having it will maxi- 
mize expectable social utility—traise the expectable level of the average “utility curve” of 
the population. If morality is a system of traditional and arbitrary constraints on behav- 
ior, it cannot be viewed as a rational institution. But it can be, if the system of morality 
is utilitarian. In that case the institution of morality can be recommended to a person of 
broad human sympathies, as an institution which maximizes the expectation of general 
welfare; and to a selfish person, as an institution which, in the absence of particular evi- 
dence about his own case, may be expected to maximize his own expectation of welfare 
(his own welfare being viewed as a random sample from the population). To put it in other 
words, a utilitarian morality can be “vindicated” by appeal either to the humanity or to 
the selfishness of human beings. 

To say this is not to deny that nonutilitarian moral principles may be capable of vindi- 
cation in a rather similar way. For instance, to depict morality as an institution which fos- 
ters human equality is to recommend it by appeal to something which is perhaps as deep 
in man as his sympathy or humanity.’ 

4. The type of utilitarianism on which I wish to focus is a form of rule-utilitarianism, 
as contrasted with act-utilitarianism. According to the latter type of theory (espoused by 
Sidgwick and Moore), an act is objectively right if no other act the agent could perform 
would produce better consequences. (On this view, an act is blameworthy if and only if it 
is right to perform the act of blaming or condemning it; the principles of blameworthi- 
ness are a special case of the principle of objectively right actions.) Act-utilitarianism is 
hence a rather atomistic theory: the rightness of a single act is fixed by its effects on the 
world. Rule-utilitarianism, in contrast, is the view that the rightness of an act is fixed, not 
by its relative utility, but by the utility of having a relevant moral rule, or of most or all 
members of a certain class of acts being performed. 
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The implications of act-utilitarianism are seriously counter-intuitive, and I shall ignore 
it except to consider whether some ostensibly different theories really are different. 

5. Rule-utilitarianisms may be divided into two main groups, according as the right- 
ness of a particular act is made a function of ideal rules in some sense, or of the actual and 
recognized rules of a society. The variety of theory I shall explain more fully is of the for- 
mer type. 

According to the latter type of theory, a person’s moral duties or obligations in a par- 
ticular situation are determined, with some exceptions, solely by the moral rules, or in- 
stitutions, or practices prevalent in the society, and not by what rules (etc.) it would 
ideally be best to have in the society. (It is sometimes held that actual moral rules, prac- 
tices, etc., are only a necessary condition of an act’s being morally obligatory or wrong.) 
Views roughly of this sort have been held in recent years by A. MacBeath, Stephen Toul- 
min, John Rawls, P. F. Strawson, J. O. Urmson, and B. J. Diggs. Indeed, Strawson says 
in effect that for there to be a moral obligation on one is just for there to be a socially 
sanctioned demand on him, in a situation where he has an interest in the system of de- 
mands which his society is wont to impose on its members, and where such demands are 
generally acknowledged and respected by members of his society. And Toulmin asserts 
that when a person asks, “Is this the right thing to do?” what he is normally asking is 
whether a proposed action “conforms to the moral code” of his group, “whether the ac- 
tion in question belongs to a class of actions generally approved of in the agent’s com- 
munity.” In deliberating about the question what is right to do, he says, “there is no 
more general ‘reason’ to be given beyond one which related the action . . . to an ac- 
cepted social practice.”? 

So far the proposal does not appear to be a form of utilitarianism at all. The theory is 
utilitarian, however, in the following way: it is thought that what is relevant for a deci- 
sion whether to try to change moral codes, institutions, etc., or for a justification of them, 
is the relative utility of the code, practice, etc. The recognized code or practice determines 
the individual’s moral obligations in a particular case; utility of the code or practice de- 
termines whether it is justified or ought to be changed. Furthermore, it is sometimes held 
that utilitarian considerations have some relevance to the rightness of a particular action. 
For instance, Toulmin thinks that in case the requirements of the recognized code or prac- 
tice conflict in a particular case, the individual ought (although strictly, he is not morally 
obligated) to do what will maximize utility in the situation, and that in case an individual 
can relieve the distress of another, he ought (strictly, is not morally obligated) to do so, 
even if the recognized code does not require him to.‘ 

This theory, at least in some of its forms or parts, has such conspicuously counter- 
intuitive implications that it fails to meet the standard for a satisfactory normative theory. 
In general, we do not believe that an act’s being prohibited by the moral code of one’s so- 
ciety is sufficient to make it morally wrong. Moral codes have prohibited such things as 
work on the Sabbath, marriage to a divorced person, medically necessary abortion, and sui- 
cide; but we do not believe it was really wrong for persons living in a society with such 
prohibitions, to do these things.’ 

Neither do we think it a necessary condition of an act’s being wrong that it be prohib- 
ited by the code of the agent’s society, or of an act’s being obligatory that it be required 
by the code of his society. A society may permit a man to have his wife put to death for 
infidelity, or to have a child put to death for almost any reason; but we still think such ac- 
tions wrong. Moreover, a society may permit a man absolute freedom in divorcing his wife, 
and recognize no obligations on his part toward her; but we think, I believe, that a man 
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has some obligations for the welfare of a wife of thirty years’ standing (with some qualifi- 
cations), whatever his society may think.‘ 

Some parts of the theory in some of its forms, however, appear to be correct. In par- 
ticular, the theory in some forms implies that, if a person has a certain recognized obliga- 
tion in an institution or practice (e.g., a child to support his aged parent, a citizen to pay 
his taxes), then he morally does have this obligation, with some exceptions, irrespective of 
whether in an ideal institution he would or would not have. This we do roughly believe, 
although we need not at the same time accept the reasoning which has been offered to ex- 
plain how the fact of a practice or institution leads to the moral obligation. The fact that 
the theory seems right in this would be a strong point in its favor if charges were correct 
that “ideal” forms of rule-utilitarianism necessarily differ at this point. B. J. Diggs, for in- 
stance, has charged that the “ideal” theories imply that: 


one may freely disregard a rule if ever he discovers that action on the rule is not maximally 
felicific, and in this respect makes moral rules like “practical maxims.” . . . It deprives so- 
cial and moral rules of their authority and naturally is in sharp conflict with practice. On this 
alternative rule-utilitarianism collapses into act-utilitarianism. Surely it is a mistake to main- 
tain that a set of rules, thought to be ideally utilitarian or felicific, is the criterion of right 
action. . . . If we are presented with a list [of rules], but these are not rules in practice, the 
most one could reasonably do is to try to get them adopted.’ 


I believe, however, and shall explain in detail later that this charge is without foundation. 

6. Let us turn now to “ideal” forms of rule-utilitarianism, which affirm that whether 
it is morally obligatory or morally right to do a certain thing in a particular situation is 
fixed, not by the actual code or practice of the society (these may be indirectly relevant, as 
forming part of the situation), but by some “ideal” rule—that is, by the utility of having 
a certain general moral rule, or by the utility of all or most actions being performed which 
are members of a relevant class of actions. 

If the rightness of an act is fixed by the utility of a relevant rule (class), are we to say 
that the rule (class) which qualifies must be the optimific rule (class), the one which maxi- 
mizes utility, or must the rule (class) meet only some less stringent requirement (e.g., be 
better than the absence of any rule regulating the type of conduct in question)? And, if it 
is to be of the optimific type, are all utilities to be counted, or perhaps only “negative” 
utilities, as is done when it is suggested that the rule (class) must be the one which mini- 
mizes suffering?’ 

The simplest proposal—that the rule (class) which qualifies is the one that maximizes 
utility, with all utilities, whether “positive” or “negative,” being counted—also seems to 
me to be the best, and it is the one I shall shortly explain more fully. Among the several 
possible theories different from this one I shall discuss briefly only one, which seems the 
most plausible of its kind, and is at least closely similar to the view defended by Profes- 
sor Marcus Singer. 

According to this theory, an action (or inaction) at time ¢ in circumstances C is wrong 
if and only if, were everyone in circumstances C to perform a relevantly similar action, 
harm would be done—meaning by “doing harm” that affected persons would be made 
worse off by the action (or inaction) than they already were at time ¢. (I think it is not 
meant that the persons must be put in a state of “negative welfare” in some sense, but sim- 
ply made worse off than they otherwise would have been.) Let us suppose a person is de- 
ciding whether to do A in circumstances C at ¢. The theory, then, implies the following: 
(1) If everyone doing A in circumstances C would make people worse off than they already 
were at ¢ (A can be inaction, such as failing to pull a drowning man from the water) 
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whereas some other act would not make them so, then it is wrong for anyone to do A. 
(2) If everyone doing A would not make people worse off, then even if everyone doing 
something else would make them better off, it is not wrong to do A. (3) If everyone doing 
A would make people worse off, but if there is no alternative act, the performance of which 
by everyone would avoid making people worse off, then it is right to do A, even though 
doing A would make people relatively much worse off than they would have been made 
by the performance of some other action instead. The “optimific rule” theory, roughly, 
would accept (1), but reject (2) and (3). 

Implication (3) of the theory strikes me as clearly objectionable; I am unable to imag- 
ine circumstances in which we should think it not morally incumbent on one to avoid very 
bad avoidable consequences for others, even though a situation somewhat worse than the 
status quo could not be avoided. Implication (2) is less obviously dubious. But I should 
think we do have obligations to do things for others, when we are not merely avoiding 
being in the position of making them worse off. For instance, if one sees another person 
at a cocktail party, standing by himself and looking unhappy, I should suppose one has 
some obligation to make an effort to put him at his ease, even though doing nothing would 
hardly make him worse off than he already is. 

Why do proponents of this view, like Professor Singer, prefer his view to the simpler, 
“maximize utility” form of rule-utilitarianism? This is not clear. One objection sometimes 
raised is that an optimific theory implies that every act is morally weighty and none 
morally indifferent. And one may concede that this is a consequence of some forms of utili- 
tarianism, even rule-utilitarianism of the optimific variety; but we shall see that it is by 
no means a consequence of the type of proposal described below. For the theory below will 
urge that an action is not morally indifferent only if it falls under some prescription of an 
optimific moral code, and, since there are disadvantages in a moral code regulating actions, 
optimific moral codes will prohibit or require actions of a certain type only when there are 
significant utilitarian reasons for it. As a consequence, a great many types of action are 
morally indifferent, according to the theory. Professor Singer also suggests that optimific- 
type theories have objectionable consequences for state-of-nature situations:? we may post- 
pone judgment on this until we have examined these consequences of the theory here pro- 
posed, at a later stage. Other objections to the optimizing type of rule-utilitarianism with 
which I am familiar either confuse rule-utilitarianism with act-utilitarianism, or do not 
distinguish among the several possible forms of optimizing rule-utilitarianisms. 

7. I propose, then, that we tentatively opt for an “ideal” rule-utilitarianism, of the 
“maximizing utility” variety. This decision, however, leaves various choices still to be 
made, between theories better or worse fitted to meet various problems. Rather than at- 
tempt to list alternatives, and explain why one choice rather than another between them 
would work out better, I propose to describe in some detail the type of theory which seems 
most plausible. I shall later show how this theory meets the one problem to which the “ac- 
tual rule” type theories seemed to have a nice solution; and I shall discuss its merits, as 
compared with another quite similar type of theory which has been suggested by Jonathan 
Harrison and others. 

The theory I wish to describe is rather similar to one proposed by J. D. Mabbott in his 
1953 British Academy lecture, “Moral Rules.” It is also very similar to the view defended 
by J. S. Mill in Utilitarianism, although Mill’s formulation is ambiguous at some points, 
and he apparently did not draw some distinctions he should have drawn. (I shall revert to 
this historical point.) 

For convenience I shall refer to the theory as the “ideal code” theory. The essence of it 
is as follows: Let us first say that a moral code is “ideal” if its currency in a particular 
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society would produce at least as much good per person (the total divided by the number 
of persons) as the currency of any other moral code. (Two different codes might meet this 
condition, but, in order to avoid complicated formulations, the following discussion will 
ignore this possibility.) Given this stipulation for the meaning of “ideal,” the Ideal Moral 
Code theory consists in the assertion of the following thesis: An act is right if and only if it 
would not be prohibited by the moral code ideal for the society; and an agent is morally blamewor- 
thy (praiseworthy) for an act if, and to the degree that, the moral code ideal in that society would 
condemn (praise) him for it. It is a virtue of this theory that it is a theory both about objec- 
tive rightness and about moral blameworthiness (praiseworthiness) of actions, but the as- 
sertion about blameworthiness will be virtually ignored in what follows. 

8. In order to have a clear proposal before us, however, the foregoing summary state- 
ment must be filled out in three ways: (1) by explaining what it is for a moral code to have 
currency; (2) by making clear what is the difference between the rules of a society’s moral 
code and the rules of its institutions; and (3) by describing how the relative utility of a 
moral code is to be estimated. 

First, then, the notion of a moral code having currency in a society. 

For a moral code to have currency in a society, two things must be true. First, a high 
proportion of the adults in the society must subscribe to the moral principles, or have the 
moral opinions, constitutive of the code. Exactly how high the proportion should be, we 
can hardly decide on the basis of the ordinary meaning of “the moral code”; but probably 
it would not be wrong to require at least ninety per cent agreement. Thus, if at least ninety 
per cent of the adults subscribe to principle A, and ninety per cent to principle B, etc., we 
may say that a code consisting of A and B (etc.) has currency in the society, provided the 
second condition is met. Second, we want to say that certain principles A, B, etc. belong 
to the moral code of a society only if they are recognized as such. That is, it must be that 
a large proportion of the adults of the society would respond correctly if asked, with re- 
spect to A and B, whether most members of the society subscribed to them. (It need not 
be required that adults base their judgments on such good evidence as recollection of 
moral discussions; it is enough if for some reason the correct opinion about what is ac- 
cepted is widespread.) It is of course possible for certain principles to constitute a moral 
code with currency in a society even if some persons in the society have no moral opinions 
at all, or if there is disagreement, e.g., if everyone in the society disagrees with every other 
person with respect to at least one principle. 

The more difficult question is what it is for an individual to subscribe to a moral prin- 
ciple or to have a moral opinion. What is it, then, for someone to think sincerely that any 
action of the kind F is wrong? (1) He is to some extent motivated to avoid actions which 
he thinks are F, and often, if asked why he does not perform such an action when it ap- 
pears to be to his advantage, offers, as one of his reasons, that it is F In addition, the per- 
son’s motivation to avoid F-actions does not derive entirely from his belief that F-actions 
on his part are likely to be harmful to him or to persons to whom he is somehow attached. 
(2) If he thinks he has just performed an F-action, he feels guilty or remorseful or un- 
comfortable about it, unless he thinks he has some excuse—unless, for instance, he knows 
that at the time of action he did not think his action would be an F-action. “Guilt” (etc.) 
is not to be understood as implying some special origin such as interiorization of parental 
prohibitions, or as being a vestige of anxiety about punishment. It is left open that it 
might be an unlearned emotional response to the thought of being the cause of the suf- 
fering of another person. Any feeling which must be viewed simply as anxiety about an- 
ticipated consequences, for one’s self or person to whom one is attached, is not, however, 
to count as a “guilt” feeling. (3) If he believes that someone has performed an F-action, he 
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will tend to admire him less as a person, unless he thinks that the individual has a good 
excuse. He thinks that action of this sort, without excuse, reflects on character—this being 
spelled out, in part, by reference to traits like honesty, respect for the rights of others, and 
so on. (4) He thinks that these attitudes of his are correct or well justified, in some sense, 
but with one restriction: it is not enough if he thinks that what justifies them is simply 
the fact that they are shared by all or most members of his society. This restriction corre- 
sponds with our distinction between a moral conviction and something else. For instance, 
we are inclined to think no moral attitude is involved if an Englishman disapproves of 
something but says that his disapproval is justified by the fact that it is shared by “well- 
bred Englishmen.” In such cases we are inclined to say that the individual subscribes only 
to a custom, or to a rule of etiquette or manners. On the other hand, if the individual 
thinks that what justifies his attitude unfavorable to F-actions is that F-actions are con- 
trary to the will of God (and the individual’s attitude is not merely a prudential one), or 
inconsistent with the welfare of mankind, or contrary to human nature, we are disposed 
to say the attitude is a moral attitude and the opinion expressed amoral one. And the same 
if he thinks his attitude justified, but can give no reason. There are perhaps other restric- 
tions we should make on acceptable justifications (perhaps to distinguish a moral code 
from a code of honor), and other types of justification we should wish to list as clearly ac- 
ceptable (perhaps an appeal to human equality). 

9. It is important to distinguish between the moral code of a society and its institu- 
tions, or the rules of its institutions. It is especially important for the Ideal Moral Code 
theory, for this theory involves the conception of a moral code ideal for a society in the 
context of its institutions, so that it is necessary to distinguish the moral code which a so- 
ciety does or might have from its institutions and their rules. The distinction is also one 
we actually do make in our thnking, although it is blurred in some cases. (For instance, is 
“Honor thy father and thy mother” a moral rule, or a rule of the family institution, in our 
society?)'° 

An institution is a set of positions or statuses, with which certain privileges and jobs 
are associated. (We can speak of these as “rights” and “duties” if we are careful to explain 
that we do not mean moral rights and duties.) That is, there are certain, usually nameable, 
positions which consist in the fact that anyone who is assigned to the position is expected 
to do certain things, and at the same time is expected to have certain things done for him. 
The individuals occupying these positions are a group of cooperating agents in a system 
which as a whole is thought to have the aim of serving certain ends. (E.g., a university is 
thought to serve the ends of education, research, etc.) The rules of the system concern jobs 
that must be done in order that the goals of the institution be achieved; they allocate the 
necessary jobs to different positions. Take, for instance, a university. There are various po- 
sitions in it: the presidency, the professorial ranks, the registrars, librarians, etc. It is un- 
derstood that one who occupies a certain post has certain duties, say teaching a specified 
number of classes or spending time working on research in the case of the instructing staff. 
Obviously the university cannot achieve its ends unless certain persons do the teaching, 
some tend to the administration, some do certain jobs in the library, and so on. Another 
such system is the family. We need not speculate on the “purpose” of the family, whether 
it is primarily a device for producing a new generation, etc. But it is clear that when a man 
enters marriage, he takes a position to which certain jobs are attached, such as providing 
support for the family to the best of his ability, and to which also certain rights are at- 
tached, such as exclusive sexual rights with his wife, and the right to be cared for should 
be become incapacitated. 

If an “institution” is defined in this way, it is clear that the moral code of a society 
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cannot itself be construed as an institution, nor its rules as rules of an institution. The 
moral code is society-wide, so if we were to identify its rules as institutional rules, we 
should presumably have to say that everyone belongs to this institution. But what is the 
“purpose” of society as a whole? Are there any distinctions of status, with rights and du- 
ties attached, which we could identify as the “positions” in the moral system? Can we say 
that moral rules consist in the assignment of jobs in such a way that the aims of the in- 
stitution may be achieved? Is it true that there is a certain analogy: society as a whole 
might be said to be aiming at the good life for all, and the moral rules of the society might 
be viewed as the rules with which all must conform in order to achieve this end. But the 
analogy is feeble. Society as a whole is obviously not an organization like a university, an 
educational system, the church, General Motors, etc.; there is no specific goal in the 
achievement of which each position has a designated role to play. Our answer to the above 
questions must be in the negative: morality is not an institution in the explained sense; 
nor are moral rules institutional expectations or rules. 

The moral code of a society may, of course, have implications that bear on institutional 
rules. For one thing, the moral code may imply that an institutional system is morally 
wrong and ought to be changed. Moreover, the moral code may imply that a person has 
also a moral duty to do something which is his institutional job. For instance, it may be 
a moral rule that a person ought to do whatever he has undertaken to do, or that he ought 
not to accept the benefits of a position without performing its duties. Take for instance the 
rules, “A professor should meet his classes” or “Wives ought to make the beds.” Since the 
professor has undertaken to do what pertains to his office, and the same for a wife, and 
since these tasks are known to pertain to the respective offices, the moral rule that a per- 
son is morally bound (with certain qualifications) to do what he has undertaken to do im- 
plies, in context, that the professor is morally bound to meet his classes and the wife to 
make the beds, other things being equal (viz., there being no contrary moral obligations 
in the situation). But these implications are not themselves part of the moral code. No one 
would say that a parent had neglected to teach his child the moral code of the society if 
he had neglected to teach him that professors must meet classes, and that wives must make 
the beds. A person becomes obligated to do these things only by participating in an in- 
stitution, by taking on the status of professor or wife. Parents do not teach children to have 
guilt feelings about missing classes, or making beds. The moral code consists only of more 
general rules, defining what is to be done in certain types of situations in which practi- 
cally everyone will find himself. (“Do what you have promised!”) 

Admittedly some rules can be both moral and institutional: “Take care of your father 
in his old age” might be both an institutional rule of the family organization and also a 
part of the moral code of a society. (In this situation, one can still raise the question 
whether this moral rule is optimific in a society with that institutional rule; the answer 
could be negative.) 

It is an interesting question whether “Keep your promises” is a moral rule, an institu- 
tional rule (a rule of an “institution” of promises), or both. Obviously it is a part of the 
moral code of western societies. But is it also a rule of an institution? There are difficul- 
ties in the way of affirming that it is. There is no structure of cooperating individuals with 
special functions, which serves to promote certain aims. Nor, when one steps into the 
“role” of a promisor, does one commit one’s self to any specific duties; one fixes one’s own 
duties by what one promises. Nor, in order to understand what one is committing one’s 
self to by promising, need one have any knowledge of any system of expectations preva- 
lent in the society. A three-year-old, who has never heard of any duties incumbent on 
promisors, can tell his friends, who wish to play baseball that afternoon, that he will bring 
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the ball and bat, and that they need give no thought to the availability of these items. His 
invitation to rely on him for something needed for their common enjoyment, and his as- 
surance that he will do something and his encouraging them thereby to set their minds at 
rest, ¿s to make a promise. No one need suppose that the promisor is stepping into a so- 
cially recognized position, with all the rights and duties attendant on the same, although 
it is true he has placed himself in a position where he will properly be held responsible for 
the disappointment if he fails, and where inferences about his reliability as a person will 
properly be drawn if he forgets, or worse, if it turns out he was never in a position to per- 
form. The bindingness of a promise is no more dependent on a set of expectations con- 
nected with an institution, than is the wrongness of striking another person without jus- 
tifying reason. 

Nevertheless, if one thinks it helpful to speak of a promise as an institution or a prac- 
tice, in view of certain analogies (promisor and promisee may be said to have rights and 
duties like the occupants of roles in an institution, and there is the ritual word “promise” 
the utterance of which commits the speaker to certain performances), there is no harm 
in this. The similarities and dissimilarities are what they are, and as long as these are 
understood it seems to make little difference what we say. Nevertheless, even if making 
a promise is participating in a practice or institution, there is still the mora/ question 
whether one is morally bound to perform, and in what conditions, and for what reasons. 
This question is left open, given the institution is whatever it is—as is the case with all 
rules of institutions. 

10. It has been proposed above that an action is right if and only if it would not be 
prohibited by the moral code ideal for the society in which it occurs, where a moral code 
is taken to be “ideal” if and only if its currency would produce at least as much good per 
person as the currency of any other moral code." We must now give more attention to the 
conception of an ideal moral code, and how it may be decided when a given moral code 
will produce as much good per person as any other. We may, however, reasonably bypass 
the familiar problems of judgments of comparative utilities, especially when different per- 
sons are involved, since these problems are faced by all moral theories that have any plau- 
sibility. We shall simply assume that rough judgments of this sort are made and can be 
justified. 

(a) We should first notice that, as “currency” has been explained above, a moral code 
could not be current in a society if it were too complex to be learned or applied. We may 
therefore confine our consideration to codes simple enough to be absorbed by human be- 
ings, roughly in the way in which people learn actual moral codes. 

(b) We have already distinguished the concept of an institution and its rules from the 
concept of a moral rule, or rule of the moral code. (We have, however, pointed out that in 
some cases a moral rule may prescribe the same thing that is also an institutional expec- 
tation. But this is not a necessary situation, and a moral code could condemn an institu- 
tional expectation.) Therefore, in deciding how much good the currency of a specific moral 
system would do, we consider the institutional setting as it is, as part of the situation. We 
are asking which moral code would produce the most good in the long run in this setting. 
One good to be reckoned, of course, might be that the currency of a given moral code 
would tend to change the institutional system. 

(c) In deciding which moral code will produce the most per person good, we must take 
into account the probability that certain types of situation will arise in the society. For in- 
stance, we must take for granted that people will make promises and subsequently want 
to break them, that people will sometimes assault other persons in order to achieve their 
own ends, that people will be in distress and need the assistance of others, and so on. We 
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may not suppose that, because an ideal moral code might have certain features, it need not 
have other features because they will not be required; for instance, we may not suppose, 
on the ground that an ideal moral system would forbid everyone to purchase a gun, that 
such a moral system needs no provisions about the possession and use of guns—just as our 
present moral and legal codes have provisions about self-defense, which would be unnec- 
essary if everyone obeyed the provision never to assault anyone. 

It is true that the currency of a moral code with certain provisions might bring about 
a reduction in certain types of situation, e.g., the number of assaults or cases of dishonesty. 
And the reduction might be substantial, if the moral code were current which prohibited 
these offenses very strongly. (We must remember that an ideal moral code might differ 
from the actual one not only in what it prohibits or enjoins, but also in how strongly it 
prohibits or enjoins.) But it is consistent to suppose that a moral code prohibits a certain 
form of behavior very severely, and yet that the behavior will occur, since the “currency” 
of a moral code requires only ninety per cent subscription to it, and a “strong” subscrip- 
tion, on the average, permits a great range from person to person. In any case there must 
be doubt whether the best moral code will prohibit many things very severely, since there 
are serious human costs in severe prohibitions: the burden of guilt feelings, the traumas 
caused by the severe criticism by others which is a part of having a strong injunction ina 
code, the risks of any training process which would succeed in interiorizing a severe pro- 
hibition, and so on. 

(d) It would bea great oversimplification if, in assessing the comparative utility of vari- 
ous codes, we confined ourselves merely to counting the benefits of people doing (refrain- 
ing from doing) certain things, as a result of subscribing to a certain code. To consider 
only this would be as absurd as estimating the utility of some feature of a legal system by 
attending only to the utility of people behaving in the way the law aims to make them 
behave—and overlooking the fact that the law only reduces and does not eliminate mis- 
behavior, as well as the disutility of punishment to the convicted, and the cost of the ad- 
ministration of criminal law. In the case of morals, we must weigh the benefit of the im- 
provement in behavior as a result of the restriction built into conscience, against the cost 
of the restriction—the burden of guilt feelings, the effects of the training process, etc. 
There is a further necessary refinement. In both law and morals we must adjust our esti- 
mates of utility by taking into account the envisaged system of excuses. That mens rea is 
required as a condition of guilt in the case of most legal offenses is most important; and 
it is highly important for the utility of a moral system whether accident, intent, and mo- 
tives are taken into account in deciding a person’s liability to moral criticism. A descrip- 
tion of a moral code is incomplete until we have specified the severity of condemnation 
(by conscience or the criticism of others) to be attached to various actions, along with the 
excuses to be allowed as exculpating or mitigating. 

11. Philosophers have taken considerable interest in the question what implications 
forms of rule-utilitarianism have for the moral relevance of the behavior of persons other than 
the agent. Such implications, it is thought, bring into focus the effective difference between 
any form of rule-utilitarianism, and act-utilictarianism. In particular, it has been thought that 
the implications of rule-utilitarianisms for two types of situation are especially significant: 
(a) for situations in which persons are generally violating the recognized moral code, or some 
feature of it; and (b) for situations in which, because the moral code is generally respected, 
maximum utility would be produced by violation of the code by the agent. An example of 
the former situation (sometimes called a “state of nature” situation) would be widespread 
perjury in making out income tax declarations. An example of the latter situation would be 
widespread conformity to the rule forbidding walking on the grass in a park. 
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What are the implications of the suggested form of rule-utilitarianism for these types 
of situation? Will it prescribe conduct which is not utility maximizing in these situations? 
If it does, it will clearly have implications discrepant with those of act-utilitaranism—but 
perhaps unpalatable to some people. 

It is easy to see how to go about determining what is right or wrong in such situa- 
tions, on the above described form of rule-utilitarianism—it is a question of what an “ideal” 
moral code would prescribe. But it is by no means easy to see where a reasonable person 
would come out, after going through such an investigation. Our form of rule-utilitarianism 
does not rule out, as morally irrelevant, reference to the behavior of other persons; it im- 
plies that the behavior of others is morally relevant precisely to the extent to which an 
optimific moral code (the one the currency of which is optimific) would take it into ac- 
count. How far, then, we might ask, would an optimific moral code take into account 
the behavior of other persons, and what would its specific prescriptions be for the two 
types of situations outlined? 

It might be thought, and it has been suggested, that an ideal moral code would take 
no cognizance of the behavior of other persons, and in particular of the possibility that 
many persons are ignoring some prohibitions of the code, sometimes for the reason, ap- 
parently, that it is supposed that a code of behavior would be self-defeating if it prescribed 
for situations of its own breach, on a wide scale. It is a sufficient answer to this suggestion, 
to point out that our actual moral code appears to contain some such prescriptions. For in- 
stance, our present code seems to permit, for the case in which almost everyone is under- 
stating his income, that others do the same, on the ground that otherwise they will be pay- 
ing more than their fair share. It is, of course, true that a code simple enough to be learned 
and applied cannot include prescriptions for all possible types of situation involving the 
behavior of other persons; but it can contain some prescriptions pertinent to some general 
features of the behavior of others. 

Granted, then, that an ideal moral code may contain some special prescriptions which 
pay attention to the behavior of other persons, how in particular will it legislate for special 
situations such as the examples cited above? The proper answer to this question is that there 
would apparently be no blanket provision for all cases of these general types, and that a 
moral agent faced with such a concrete situation would have to think out what an ideal 
moral code would imply for his type of concrete situation. Some things do seem clear. An 
ideal moral code would not provide that a person is permitted to be cruel in a society where 
most other persons are cruel; there could only be loss of utility in any special provision per- 
mitting that. On the other hand, if there is some form of cooperative activity which enhances 
utility only if most persons cooperate, and nonparticipation in which does not reduce util- 
ity when most persons are not cooperating, utility would seem to be maximized if the moral 
code somehow permitted all to abstain—perhaps by an abstract formula stating this very 
condition. (This is on the assumption that the participation by some would not, by exam- 
ple, eventually bring about the participation of most or all.) Will there be any types of sit- 
uation for which an ideal moral code would prescribe infringement of a generally respected 
moral code, by a few, when a few infringements (provided there are not many) would maxi- 
mize utility? The possibility of this is not ruled out. Obviously there will be some regula- 
tions for emergencies; one may cut across park grass in order to rush a heart-attack victim 
to a hospital. And there will be rules making special exceptions when considerable utility is 
involved; the boy with no other place to play may use the grass in the park. But, when an 
agent has no special claim which others could not make, it is certainly not clear that ideal 
moral rules will make him an exception on the ground that some benefit will come to him, 
and that restraint by him is unnecessary in view of the cooperation of others. 
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The implications of the above form of rule-utilitarianism, for these situations, are evi- 
dently different from those of act-utilitarianism.” 

12. The Ideal Moral Code theory is very similar to the view put forward by J. S. Mill 
in Utilitarianism. 

Mill wrote that his creed held that “actions are right in proportion as they tend to pro- 
mote happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.” Mill apparently 
did not intend by this any form of act-utilitarianism. He was—doubtless with much less 
than full awareness—writing of act-types, and what he meant was that an act of a certain 
type is morally obligatory (wrong) if and only if acts of that type tend to promote happi- 
ness (the reverse). Mill supposed that it is known that certain kinds of acts, e. g., murder 
and theft, promote unhappiness, and that therefore we can say, with exceptions only for 
very special circumstances, that murder and theft are wrong. Mill recognized that there 
can be a discrepancy between the tendency of an act-type, and the probable effects, in con- 
text, of an individual act. He wrote: “In the case of abstinences, indeed—of things which 
people forbear to do from moral considerations, though the consequences in the particu- 
lar case might be beneficial—, it would be unworthy of an intelligent agent not to be con- 
sciously aware that the action is of a class which, if practiced generally, would be gener- 
ally injurious, and that this is the ground of the obligation to abstain from it.” Moreover, 
he specifically denied that one is morally obligated to perform (avoid) an act just on the 
ground that it can be expected to produce good consequences; he says that “there is no case 
of moral obligation in which some secondary principle is not involved.” (op. cit., p. 33). 

It appears, however, that Mill did not quite think that it is morally obligatory to per- 
form (avoid) an act according as its general performance would promote (reduce) happi- 
ness in the world. For he said (p. 60) that “We do not call anything wrong unless we mean 
to imply that a person ought to be punished in some way or other for doing it—if not by 
law, by the opinion of his fellow creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own 
conscience. This seems the real turning point of the distinction between morality and sim- 
ple expediency.” The suggestion here is that it is morally obligatory to perform (avoid) an 
act according as it is beneficial to have a system of sanctions (with what this promises in 
way of performance), whether formal, informal (criticism by others), or internal (one’s own 
conscience), for enforcing the performance (avoidance) of the type of act in question. This 
is very substantially the Ideal Moral Code theory. 

Not that there are no differences. Mill is not explicit about details, and the theory out- 
lined above fills out what he actually said. Moreover, Mill noticed that an act can fall under 
more than one secondary principle and that the relevant principles may give conflicting 
rulings about what is morally obligatory. In such a case, Mill thought, what one ought to 
do (but it is doubtful whether he believed there is a strict moral obligation in this situa- 
tion) is what will maximize utility in the concrete situation. This proposal for conflicts of 
“ideal moral rules” is not a necessary part of the Ideal Moral Code theory as outlined above. 

13. It is sometimes thought that a rule-utilitarianism rather like Mill’s cannot differ 
in its implication about what is right or wrong from the act-utilitarian theory. This is a 
mistake. 

The contention would be correct if two dubious assumptions happened to be true. The 
first is that one of the rules of an optimific moral code will be that a person ought always 
to do whatever will maximize utility. The second is that, when there is a conflict between 
the rules of an optimific code, what a person ought always to do is to maximize utility. For 
then either the utilitarian rule is the only one that applies (and it always will be relevant), 
in which case the person ought to do what the act-utilitarian directs; or if there is a 
conflict among the relevant rules, the conflict resolving principle takes over, and this, of 
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course, prescribes exactly what act-utilitarianism prescribes. Either way, we come out 
where the act-utilitarian comes out. 

But there is no reason at all to suppose that there will be a utilitarian rule in an opti- 
mific moral code. In fact, obviously there will not be. It is true that there should be a di- 
rective to relieve the distress of others, when this can be done, say at relatively low per- 
sonal cost; and there should be a directive not to injure other persons, except in special 
situations. And so on. But none of this amounts to a straight directive to do the most good 
possible. Life would be chaotic if people tried to observe any such moral requirement. 

The second assumption was apparently acceptable to Mill. But a utilitarian principle is 
by no means the only possible conflict resolving principle. For if we say, with the Ideal 
Moral Code theory, that what is right is fixed by the content of the moral system with 
maximum utility, the possibility is open that the utility maximizing moral system will 
contain some rather different device for resolving conflicts between lowest-level moral 
rules. The ideal system might contain several higher-level conflict resolving principles, all 
different from Mill’s. Or, if there is a single one, it could be a directive to maximize util- 
ity; it could be a directive to do what an intelligent person who had fully interiorized the 
rest of the ideal moral system would feel best satisfied with doing; and so on. But the final 
court of appeal need not be an appeal to direct utilities. Hence the argument that Mill- 
like rule-utilitarianism must collapse into direct utilitarianism is doubly at fault.” 

In fact, far from “collapsing” into act-utilitarianism, the Ideal Moral Code theory ap- 
pears to avoid the serious objections which have been leveled at direct utilitarianism. One 
objection to the latter view is that it implies that various immoral actions (murdering one’s 
elderly father, breaking solemn promises) are right or even obligatory if only they can be 
kept secret. The Ideal Moral Code theory has no such implication. For it obviously would 
not maximize utility to have a moral code which condoned secret murders or breaches of 
promise. W. D. Ross critized act-utilitarianism on the ground that it ignored the personal 
relations important in ordinary morality, and he listed a half-dozen types of moral rule 
which he thought captured the main themes of thoughtful morality: obligations of fidelity, 
obligations of gratitude, obligations to make restitution for injuries, obligations to help 
other persons, to avoid injuring them, to improve one’s self, and to bring about a just dis- 
tribution of good things in life. An ideal moral code, however, would presumably contain 
substantially such rules in any society, doubtless not precisely as Ross stated them. So the 
rule-utilicarian need not fail to recognize the personal character of morality. 

14. In contrast to the type of theory put forward by Toulmin and others, the Ideal 
Moral Code theory has the advantage of implying that the moral rules recognized in a 
given society are not necessarily morally binding. They are binding only in so far as they 
maximize welfare, as contrasted with other possible moral rules. Thus if, in a given soci- 
ety, it is thought wrong to work on the Sabbath, to perform socially desirable abortions, 
or to commit suicide, it does not follow, on the Ideal Moral Code theory, that these things 
are necessarily wrong. The question is whether a code containing such prohibitions would 
maximize welfare. Similarly, according to this theory, a person may act wrongly in doing 
certain things which are condoned by his society. 

A serious appeal of theories like Toulmin’s is, however, their implications for institu- 
tional obligations. For instance, if in society A it is a recognized obligation to care for 
one’s aged father, Toulmin’s theory implies that it really is a moral obligation for a child 
in that society to care for his aged parent (with some qualifications); whereas if in soci- 
ety B it is one’s recognized obligation not to care for one’s aged father, but instead for 
one’s aged maternal uncle, his theory implies that it really is the moral obligation of a 
person in that society to care for his aged maternal uncle—even if a better institutional 
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system would put the responsibilities in different places. This seems approximately what 
we do believe. 

The Ideal Moral Code theory, however, has much the same implications. According to 
it, an institutional system forms the setting within which the best (utility maximizing) 
moral code is to be applied, and one’s obligation is to follow the best moral rules in that 
institutional setting—not to do what the best moral rules would require for some other, 
more ideal, setting. 

Let us examine the implications of the Ideal Moral Code theory by considering a typi- 
cal example. Among the Hopi Indians, a child is not expected to care for his father (he is 
always in a different clan), whereas he is expected to care for his mother, maternal aunt, 
and maternal uncle, and so on up the female line (all in the same clan). It would be agreed 
by observers that this system does not work very well. The trouble with it is that the lines 
of institutional obligation and the lines of natural affection do not coincide, and, as a re- 
sult, an elderly male is apt not to be cared for by anyone. 

Can we show that an “ideal moral code” would call on a young person to take care of 
his maternal uncle, in a system of this sort? (It might also imply he should try to change 
the system, but that is another point.) One important feature of the situation of the young 
man considering whether he should care for his maternal uncle is that, the situation 
including the expectations of others being what it is, if he does nothing to relieve the 
distress of his maternal uncle, it is probable that it will not be relieved. His situation is 
very like chat of the sole observer of an automobile accident; he is a mere innocent by- 
stander, but the fact is that if he does nothing, the injured persons will die. So the ques- 
tion for us is whether an ideal moral code will contain a rule that, if someone is in a posi- 
tion where he can relieve serious distress, and where it is known that in all probability it 
will not be relieved if he does not do so, he should relieve the distress. The answer seems 
to be that it will contain such a rule: we might call it an “obligation of humanity.” But 
there is a second, and more important point. Failure of the young person to provide for his 
maternal uncle would be a case of unfairness or free riding. For the family system operates 
like a system of insurance; it provides one with various sorts of privileges or protections, 
in return for which one is expected to make certain payments, or accept the risk of mak- 
ing certain payments. Our young man has already benefited by the system, and stands to 
benefit further; he has received care and education as a child, and later on his own prob- 
lems of illness and old age will be provided for. On the other hand, the old man, who has 
(we assume) paid such premiums as the system calls on him to pay in life, is now properly 
expecting, in accordance with the system, certain services from a particular person whom 
the system designates as the one to take care of him. Will the ideal moral code require 
such a person to pay the premium in such a system? I suggest that it will, and we can call 
the rule in question an “obligation of fairness.” So, we may infer that our young man will 
have a moral obligation to care for his maternal uncle, on grounds both of humanity and 
fairness. 

We need not go so far as to say that such considerations mean that an ideal moral code 
will underwrite morally every institutional obligation. An institution may be grossly in- 
equitable; or some part of it may serve no purpose at all but rather be injurious (as some 
legal prohibitions may be). But I believe we can be fairly sure that Professor Diggs 
went too far in saying that a system of this sort “deprives social and moral rules of their 
authority and naturally is in sharp conflict with practice” and that it “collapses into act- 
utilitarianism.” 

15. It may be helpful to contrast the Ideal Moral Code theory with a rather similar type 
of rule-utilitarianism, which in some ways is simpler than the Ideal Moral Code theory, 
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and which seems to be the only form of rule-utilitarianism recognized by some philoso- 
phers. This other type of theory is suggested in the writings of R. F. Harrod, Jonathan 
Harrison, perhaps John Hospers and Marcus Singer, although, as I shall describe it, it dif- 
fers from the exact theory proposed by any of these individuals, in more or less important 
ways. 

The theory is a combination of act-utilitarianism with a Kantian universalizability re- 
quirement for moral action. It denies that an act is necessarily right if it will produce con- 
sequences no worse than would any other action the agent might perform; rather, it af- 
firms that an act is right if and only if universal action on the “maxim” of the act would 
not produce worse consequences than universal action on some other maxim on which the 
agent could act. Or, instead of talking of universal action on the “maxim” of the act in 
question, we can speak of all members of the class of relevantly similar actions being per- 
formed; then the proposal is that an action is right if and only if universal performance of 
the class of relevantly similar acts would not have worse consequences than universal per- 
formance of the class of acts relevantly similar to some alternative action the agent might 
perform. Evidently it is important how we identify the “maxim” of an act or the class of 
“relevantly similar” acts. 

One proceeds as follows. One may begin with the class specified by the properties one 
thinks are the morally significant ones of the act in question. (One could as well start with 
the class defined by all properties of the act, if one practically could do this!) One then en- 
larges the class by omitting from its definition those properties which would not affect the 
average utility which would result from all the acts in the class being performed. (The 
total utility might be affected simply by enlarging the size of the class; merely enlarging 
the class does not affect the average utility.) Conversely, one must also narrow any pro- 
posed class of “relevantly similar” acts if it is found that properties have been omitted from 
the specification of it, the presence of which would affect the average utility which would 
result if all the acts in the class were performed. The relevant class must not be too large, 
because of omission of features which define subclasses with different utilities; or too small, 
because of the presence of features which make no difference to the utilities. 

An obvious example of an irrelevant property is that of the agent having a certain name 
(in most situations), or being a certain person. On the other hand, the fact that the agent 
wants (does not want) to perform a certain act normally is relevant to the utility of the 
performance of that act. 

So much by way of exposition of the theory. 

For many cases this theory and the Ideal Moral Code theory have identical implications. 
For, when it is better for actions of type A to be performed in a certain situation than for 
actions of any other type to be performed, it will often be a good thing to have type A ac- 
tions prescribed by the moral code, directly or indirectly. 

The theory also appears more simple than the Ideal Moral Code theory. In order to de- 
cide whether a given act is right or wrong we are not asked to do anything as grand as de- 
cide what some part of an ideal moral code would be like, but merely whether it would 
be better, or worse, for all in a relevant class of acts to be performed, as compared with 
some other relevant class. Thus it offers simple answers to questions such as whether one 
should vote (“What if nobody did?”), pick wildflowers along the road (“What if everyone 
did?”), join the army in wartime, or walk on the grass in a park.'® Furthermore, the theory 
has a simple way of dealing with conflicts of rules: one determines whether it would be 
better, or worse, for all members of the more complex class (about which the rules con- 
flict) of actions to be performed (e.g., promises broken in the situation where the breach 
would save a life). 
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In one crucial respect, however, the two theories are totally different. For, in contrast 
with the Ideal Moral Code theory, this theory implies that exactly those acts are objec- 
tively right which are objectively right on the act-utilitarian theory. Hence the implica- 
tions of this theory for action include the very counter-intuitive ones which led its propo- 
nents to seek an improvement over act-utilitarianism. 

It must be conceded that this assessment of the implications of the theory is not yet a 
matter of general agreement,” and depends on a rather complex argument. In an earlier 
paper (loc. cit.) I argued that the theory does have these consequences, although my state- 
ment of the theory was rather misleading. More recently Professor David Lyons has come 
to the same conclusion, after an extensive discussion in which he urges that the illusion of 
a difference between the consequences of this theory and those of act-utilitarianism arises 
because of failure to notice certain important features of the context of actions, primarily 
the relative frequency of similar actions at about the same time, and “threshold effects” 
which an action may have on account of these features.’ 

It may be worthwhile to draw attention to the features of the Ideal Moral Code theory 
which avoid this particular result. In the first place, the Ideal Moral Code theory sets a 
limit to the number and complexity of the properties which define a class of morally simi- 
lar actions. For, on this theory, properties of an act make a difference to its rightness, only 
if a moral principle referring to them (directly or indirectly) can be learned as part of the 
optimific moral code. Actual persons, with their emotional and intellectual limitations, 
are unable to learn a moral code which incorporates all the distinctions the other theory 
can recognize as morally relevant; and even if they could learn it, it would not be utility 
maximizing for them to try to apply it. In the second place, we noted that to be part of a 
moral code a proscription must be public, believed to be part of what is morally disap- 
proved of by most adults. Thus whereas some actions (e.g., some performed in secret) 
would be utility maximizing, the Ideal Moral Code theory may imply that they are wrong, 
because it would be a bad thing for it to be generally recognized that a person is free to 
do that sort of thing. 

16. I do not know of any reason to think that the Ideal Moral Code theory is a less 
plausible normative moral theory than any other form of utilitarianism. Other types of 
rule-ucilitarianism are sufficiently like it, however, that it might be that relatively minor 
changes in formulation would make their implications for conduct indistinguishable from 
those of the Ideal Moral Code theory. 

Two questions have not here been discussed. One is whether the Ideal Moral Code 
theory is open to the charge that it implies that some actions are right which are unjust 
in such an important way that they cannot be right. The second question is one a person 
would naturally wish to explore if he concluded that the right answer to the first question 
is affirmative: it is whether a rule-utilitarian view could be combined with some other 
principles like a principle of justice in a plausible way, without loss of all the features 
which make utilitarianism attractive. The foregoing discussion has not been intended to 
provide an answer to these questions. 


Notes 


1. It would not be impossible to combine a restricted principle of utility with a morality of jus- 
tice or equality. For instance, it might be said that an act is right only if it meets a certain con- 
dition of justice, and also if it is one which, among all the just actions open to the agent, meets 
a requirement of utility as well as any other. 
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2. P. E. Strawson, “Social Morality and Individual Ideal,” Philosophy, XXXVI (1961), 1-17. 

3. Stephen Toulmin, An Examination of the Place of Reason in Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 
1950), pp. 144-45. See various acute criticisms, with which I mostly agree, in Rawls’s review, 
Philosophical Review, LX (1951), 572-80. 

4. Toulmin and Rawls sometimes go further, and suggest that a person is morally free to do 
something which the actual code or practice of his society prohibits, if he is convinced that 
the society would be better off if the code or practice were rewritten so as to permit that sort 
of thing, and he is prepared to live according to the ideally revised code. If their theory were 
developed in this direction, it need not be different from some “ideal” forms of rule-utilitar- 
ianism, although, as stated, the theory makes the recognized code the standard for moral 
obligations, with exceptions granted to individuals who hold certain moral opinions. See 
Toulmin, op. cit., pp. 151-52, and Rawls, “Iwo Concepts of Rules,” Philosophical Review, 
LXIV (1955), 28-29, especially ftnt. 25. It should be noticed that Rawls’s proposal is dif- 
ferent from Toulmin’s in an important ‘way. He is concerned with only a segment of the moral 
code, the part which can be viewed as the rules of practices. As he observes, this may be only 
a small part of the moral code. 

5. Does a stranger living in a society have a moral obligation to conform to its moral code? I sug- 
gest we think that he does not, unless it is the right moral code or perhaps at least he thinks 
it is, although we think that offense he might give to the feelings of others should be taken 
into account, as well as the result his nonconformity might have in weakening regard for moral 
rules in general. 

6. It is a different question whether we should hold offenders in such societies seriously morally 

blameworthy. People cannot be expected to rise much above the level of recognized morality, 

and we condemn them little when they do not. 

“Rules and Utilitarianism,” American Philosophical Quarterly, I (1964), 32—44. 

8. In a footnote to Chapter 9 of The Open Society, Professor Popper suggested chat utilitarianism 
would be more acceptable if irs test were minimizing suffering rather than maximizing wel- 
fare, to which J. J. C. Smart replied (Mind, 1958, pp. 542-43) that the proposal implies chat 
we ought to destroy all living beings, as the surest way to eliminate suffering. It appears, how- 
ever, that Professor Popper does not seriously advocate what seemed to be the position of the 
earlier footnote (Addendum to fourth edition, p. 386). 

9. M. G. Singer, Generalization in Ethics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1961), p. 192. 

10. The confusion is compounded by the fact that terms like “obligation” and “duty” are used 
sometimes to speak about moral obligations and duties, and sometimes not. The fact that per- 
sons have a certain legal duty in certain situations is a rule of the legal institutions of the soci- 
ety; a person may not have a moral duty to do what is his legal duty. The fact that a person has 
an obligation to invite a certain individual to dinner is a matter of manners or etiquette, and 
at least may not be a matter of moral obligation. See R. B. Brandt, “The Concepts of Duty and 
Obligation,” Mind, LX XIII (1964), especially 380-84. 

11. Some utilitarians have suggested that the right act is determined by the total net intrinsic good 
produced. This view can have embarrassing consequences for problems of population control. 
The view here advocated is that the right act is determined by the per person, average, net in- 
trinsic good produced. 

12. The above proposal is different in various respects from that set forth in the writer’s “Toward a 
Credible Form of Utilitarianism,” in Castaneda and Nakhnikian, Morality and the Language of 
Conduct, 1963. The former paper did not make a distinction between institucional rules and 
moral rules. (The present paper, of course, allows that both may contain a common prescrip- 
tion.) A result of these differences is that the present theory is very much simpler, and avoids 
some counter-intuitive consequences which some writers have pointed out in criticism of the 
earlier proposal. 

13. Utilitarianism (New York: Library of Liberal Arts, 1957), p. 25. 

14. Could some moral problems be so unique that they would not be provided for by the set of 

: rules it is best for the society to have? If so, how should they be appraised morally? Must there 
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be some appeal to rules covering cases most closely analogous, as seems to be the procedure in 
law? If so, should we say that an act is right if it is not prohibited, either explicitly or by close 
analogy, by an ideal moral code? I shall not attempt to answer these questions. 

15. See John Rawls, in “Justice as Fairness,” Philosophical Review, LX VII (1958), 164-94, especially 
179-84. 

It seems to be held by some philosophers that an ideal moral code would contain no rule of 
fairness. The line of argument seems to be as follows: Assume we have an institution involving 
cooperative behavior for an end which will necessarily be of benefit to all in the institution. As- 
sume further that the cooperative behavior required is burdensome. Assume finally that the 
good results will be produced even if fewer than all cooperate—perhaps ninety per cent is suf- 
ficient. It will then be to an individual’s advantage to shirk making his contribution, since he 
will continue to enjoy the benefits. Shirking on the part of some actually maximizes utility, 
since the work is burdensome, and the burdensome effort of those who shirk (provided there 
are not too many) is useless. 

I imagine that it would be agreed that, in this sort of system, there should be an agreed 
and known rule for exempting individuals from useless work. (E.g., someone who is ill would 
be excused.) In the absence of this, a person should feel free to excuse himself for good and 
special reason. Otherwise, I think we suppose everyone should do his share, and that it is not 
a sufficient reason for shirking, to know that enough are cooperating to produce the desired 
benefits. Let us call this requirement, of working except for special reason (etc.) a “rule of 
fairness.” 

Would an ideal moral code contain a rule of fairness? At least, there could hardly be a pub- 
lic rule permitting people to shirk while a sufficient number of others work. For what would 
the rule be? It would be all too easy for most people to believe that a sufficient number of oth- 
ers were working (like the well-known difficulty in farm planning, that if one plants what sold 
at a good price the preceding year, one is apt to find that prices for that product will drop, since 
most other farmers have the same idea). Would it even be a good idea to have a rule to the ef- 
fect that if one absolutely knows that enough others are working, one may shirk? This seems 
highly doubtful. 

Critics of rule-utilitarianism seem to have passed from the fact that the best system would 
combine the largest product with the least effort, to the conclusion that the best moral code 
would contain a rule advising not to work when there are enough workers already. This is a non 
sequitur. 

16. One should not, however, overemphasize the simplicity. Whether one should vote in these cir- 
cumstances is not decided by determining that it would have bad consequences if no one voted 
at all. It is a question whether it would be the best thing for all those people to vote (or not 
vote) in the class of situations relevantly similar to this one. It should be added, however, that 
if I am correct in my (below) assessment of the identity of this theory with act-utilitarianism, 
in the end it is simple, on the theory, to answer these questions. 

It hardly seems that an ideal moral code would contain prescriptions as specific as rules about 
these matters. But the implications for such matters would be fairly direct if, as suggested 
above, an ideal moral code would contain a principle enjoining fairness, i.e., commanding per- 
sons to do their share in common enterprises (or restraints), when everyone benefits if most per- 
sons do their share, when persons find doing their share a burden, and when it is not essential 
that everyone do his share although it is essential that most do so, for the common benefit to 
be realized. 

17. See, for instance, the interesting paper by Michael A. G. Stocker, “Consistency in Ethics,” 
Analysis Supplement, XXV (January 1965), 116-22. 

18. David Lyons, Forms and Limits of Utilitarianism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965). 
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30. JOEL FEINBERG 


Joel Feinberg (1926—- ) is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the University of Arizona. He 
examines the nature and importance of moral rights by having us consider an imaginary place, 
“Nowheresville,” without any. 


The Nature and Value of Rights 


I would like to begin by conducting a thought experiment. Try to imagine Nowheresville—a 
world very much like our own except that no one, or hardly any one (the qualification is 
not important), has rights. If this flaw makes Nowheresville too ugly to hold very long in 
contemplation, we can make it as pretty as we wish in other moral respects. We can, for 
example, make the human beings in it as attractive and virtuous as possible without tax- 
ing our conceptions of the limits of human nature. In particular, let the virtues of moral 
sensibility flourish. Fill this imagined world with as much benevolence, compassion, sym- 
pathy, and pity as it will conveniently hold without strain. Now we can imagine men help- 
ing one another from compassionate motives merely, quite as much or even more than they 
do in our actual world from a variety of more complicated motives. 

This picture, pleasant as it is in some respects, would hardly have satisfied Immanuel 
Kant. Benevolently motivated actions do good, Kant admitted, and therefore are better, 
ceteris paribus, than malevolently motivated actions; but no action can have supreme kind 
of worth—what Kant called “moral worth’—unless its whole motivating power derives 
from the thought that it is reguired by duty. Accordingly, let us try to make Nowheresville 
more appealing to Kant by introducing the idea of duty into it, and letting the sense of 
duty be a sufficient motive for many beneficent and honorable actions. But doesn’t this 
bring our original thought experiment to an abortive conclusion? If duties are permitted 
entry into Nowheresville, are not rights necessarily smuggled in along with them? 

The question is well-asked, and requires here a brief digression so that we might con- 
sider the so-called “doctrine of the logical correlativity of rights and duties.” This is the 
doctrine that (i) all duties entail other people’s rights and (ii) all rights entail other peo- 
ple’s duties. Only the first part of the doctrine, the alleged entailment from duties to 
rights, need concern us here. Is this part of the doctrine correct? It should not be surpris- 
ing that my answer is: “In a sense yes and in a sense no.” Etymologically, the word “duty” 
is associated with actions that are due someone else, the payments of debts to creditors, the 
keeping of agreements with promisees, the payment of club dues, or legal fees, or tariff 
levies to appropriate authorities or their representatives. In this original sense of “duty,” 
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all duties are correlated with the rights of those to whom the duty is owed. On the other 
hand, there seem to be numerous classes of duties, both of a legal and non-legal kind, that 
are not logically correlated with the rights of other persons. This seems to be a consequence 
of the fact that the word “duty” has come to be used for amy action understood to be re- 
quired, whether by the rights of others, or by law, or by higher authority, or by conscience, 
or whatever. When the notion of requirement is in clear focus it is likely to seem the only 
element in the idea of duty that is essential, and the other component notion—that a duty 
is something due someone else—drops off. Thus, in this widespread but derivative usage, 
“duty” tends to be used for any action we feel we must (for whatever reason) do. It comes, 
in short, to be a term of moral modality merely; and it is no wonder that the first thesis 
of the logical correlativity doctrine often fails. 

Let us then introduce duties into Nowheresville, but only in the sense of actions that 
are, or are believed to be, morally mandatory, but not in the older sense of actions that are 
due others and can be claimed by others as their right. Nowheresville now can have du- 
ties of the sort imposed by positive law. A legal duty is not something we are implored or 
advised to do merely; it is something the law, or an authority under the law, reguzres us to 
do whether we want to or not, under pain of penalty. When traffic lights turn red, how- 
ever, there is no determinate person who can plausibly be said to claim our stopping as his 
due, so that the motorist owes it to bim to stop, in the way a debtor owes it to his credi- 
tor to pay. In our own actual world, of course, we sometimes owe it to our fellow motorists 
to stop; but that kind of right-correlated duty does not exist in Nowheresville. There, mo- 
torists “owe” obedience to the Law, but they owe nothing to one another. When they col- 
lide, no matter who is at fault, no one is morally accountable to anyone else, and no one 
has any sound grievance or “right to complain.” 

When we leave legal contexts to consider moral obligations and other extra-legal du- 
ties, a greater variety of duties-without-correlative-rights present themselves. Duties of 
charity, for example, require us to contribute to one or another of a large number of eligi- 
ble recipients, no one of whom can claim our contribution from us as his due. Charitable 
contributions are more like gratuitous services, favors, and gifts than like repayments of 
debts or reparations; and yet we do have duties to be charitable. Many persons, moreover, 
in our actual world believe that they are required by their own consciences to do more than 
that “duty” that can be demanded of them by their prospective beneficiaries. I have quoted 
elsewhere the citation from H. B. Acton of a character in a Malraux novel who “gave all 
his supply of poison to his fellow prisoners to enable them by suicide to escape the burn- 
ing alive which was to be their fate and his.” This man, Acton adds, “probably did not 
think that [the others} had more of a right to the poison than he had, though he thought 
it his duty to give it to them.”' I am sure that there are many actual examples, less dra- 
matically heroic than this fictitious one, of persons who believe, rightly or wrongly, that 
they must do something (hence the word “duty”) for another person in excess of what that 
person can appropriately demand of him (hence the absence of “right”). 

Now the digression is over and we can return to Nowheresville and summarize what we 
have put in it thus far. We now find spontaneous benevolence in somewhat larger degree 
than in our actual world, and also the acknowledged existence of duties of obedience, duties 
of charity, and duties imposed by exacting private consciences, and also, let us suppose, a de- 
gree of conscientiousness in respect to those duties somewhat in excess of what is to be found 
in our actual world. I doubt that Kant would be fully satisfied with Nowheresville even now 
that duty and respect for law and authority have been added to it; but I feel certain that he 
would regard their addition at least as an improvement. I will now introduce two further 
moral practices into Nowheresville that will make that world very little more appealing to 
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Kant, but will make it appear more familiar to us. These are the practices connected with 
the notions of personal desert and what I call a sovereign monopoly of rights. 

When a person is said to deserve something good from us what is meant in part is that 
there would be a certain propriety in our giving that good thing to him in virtue of the 
kind of person he is, perhaps, or more likely, in virtue of some specific thing he has done. 
The propriety involved here is a much weaker kind than that which derives from our hav- 
ing promised him the good thing or from his having qualified for it by satisfying the well- 
advertised conditions of some public rule. In the latter case he could be said not merely to 
deserve the good thing but also to have a right to it, that is to be in a position to demand 
it as his due; and of course we will not have that sort of thing in Nowheresville. That 
weaker kind of propriety which is mere desert is simply a kind of fittingness between one 
party’s character or action and another party’s favorable response, much like that between 
humor and laughter, or good performance and applause. 

The foliowing seems to be the origin of the idea of deserving good or bad treatment 
from others: A master or lord was under no obligation to reward his servant for especially 
good service; still a master might naturally feel that there would be a special fittingness 
in giving a gratuitous reward as a grateful response to the good service (or conversely im- 
posing a penalty for bad service). Such an act while surely fitting and proper was entirely 
supererogatory. The fitting response in turn from the rewarded servant should be grati- 
tude. If the deserved reward had not been given him he should have had no complaint, 
since he only deserved the reward, as opposed to having a right to it, or a ground for claim- 
ing it as his due. 

The idea of desert has evolved a good bit away from its beginnings by now, but never- 
theless, it seems clearly to be one of those words J. L. Austin said “never entirely forget 
their pasts.”? Today servants qualify for their wages by doing their agreed upon chores, no 
more and no less. If their wages are not forthcoming, their contractual rights have been 
violated and they can make legal claim to the money that is their due. If they do less than 
they agreed to do, however, their employers may “dock” them, by paying them propor- 
tionately less than the agreed upon fee. This is all a matter of right. But if the servant does 
a splendid job, above and beyond his minimal contractual duties, the employer is under 
no further obligation to reward him, for this was not agreed upon, even tacitly, in advance. 
The additional service was all the servant’s idea and done entirely on his own. Neverthe- 
less, the morally sensitive employer may feel that it would be exceptionally appropriate 
for him to respond, freely on his own, to the servant’s meritorious services, with a reward. 
The employee cannot demand it as his due, but he will happily accept it, with gratitude, 
as a fitting response to his desert. 

In our age of organized labor, even this picture is now archaic; for almost every kind of 
exchange of service is governed by hard bargained contracts so that even bonuses can some- 
times be demanded as a matter of right, and nothing is given for nothing on either side 
of the bargaining table. And perhaps that is a good thing; for consider an anachronistic 
instance of the earlier kind of practice that survives, at least as a matter of form, in the 
quaint old practice of “tipping.” The tip was originally conceived as a reward that has to 
be earned by “zealous service.” It is not something to be taken for granted as a standard 
response to amy service. That is to say that its payment is a “gratuity,” not a discharge of 
obligation, but something given apart from, or in addition to, anything the recipient can 
expect as a matter of right. That is what tipping originally meant at any rate, and tips are 
still referred to as “gratuities” in the tax forms. But try to explain all that to a New York 
cab driver! If he has earned his gratuity, by God, he has it coming, and there had better be 
sufficient acknowledgement of his desert or he'll give you a piece of his mind! I’m not gen- 
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erally prone to defend New York cab drivers, but they do have a point here. There is the 
making of a paradox in the queerly unstable concept of an “earned gratuity.” One can un- 
derstand how “desert” in the weak sense of “propriety” or “mere fittingness” tends to gen- 
erate a stronger sense in which desert is itself the ground for a claim of right. 

In Nowheresville, nevertheless, we will have only the original weak kind of desert. In- 
deed, it will be impossible to keep this idea out if we allow such practices as teachers grad- 
ing students, judges awarding prizes, and servants serving benevolent but class-conscious 
masters. Nowheresville is a reasonably good world in many ways, and its teachers, judges, 
and masters will generally try to give students, contestants, and servants the grades, prizes, 
and rewards they deserve. For this the recipients will be grateful; but they will never think 
to complain, or even feel aggrieved, when expected responses to desert fail. The masters, 
judges, and teachers don’t have to do good thngs, after all, for anyone. One should be happy 
that they ever treat us well, and not grumble over their occasional lapses. Their hoped for 
responses, after all, are gratuities, and there is no wrong in the omission of what is merely 
gratuitous. Such is the response of persons who have no concept of rights, even persons who 
are proud of their own deserts.’ 

Surely, one might ask, rights have to come in somewhere, if we are to have even mod- 
erately complex forms of social organization. Without rules that confer rights and impose 
obligations, how can we have ownership of property, bargains and deals, promises and con- 
tracts, appointments and loans, marriages and partnerships? Very well, let us introduce all 
of these social and economic practices into Nowheresville, but with one big twist. With 
them I should like to introduce the curious notion of a “sovereign right-monopoly.” You 
will recall that the subjects in Hobbes’s Leviathan had no rights whatever against their sov- 
ereign. He could do as he liked with them, even gratuitously harm them, but this gave 
them no valid grievance against him. The sovereign, to be sure, had a certain duty to treat 
his subjects well, but this duty was owed not to the subjects directly, but to God, just as 
we might have a duty to a person to treat his property well, but of course no duty to the 
property itself but only to its owner. Thus, while the sovereign was quite capable of harm- 
ing his subjects, he could commit no wrong against them that they could complain about, 
since they had no prior claims against his conduct. The only party wronged by the sover- 
eign’s mistreatment of his subjects was God, the supreme lawmaker. Thus, in repenting 
cruelty to his subjects, the sovereign might say to God, as David did after killing Uriah, 
“to Thee only have I sinned.”* 

Even in the Leviathan, however, ordinary people had ordinary rights against one another. 
They played roles, occupied offices, made agreements, and signed contracts. In a genuine 
“sovereign right-monopooly,” as I shall be using that phrase, they will do all those things 
too, and thus incur genuine obligations coward one another; but the obligations (here is 
the twist) will not be owed directly to promisees, creditors, parents, and the like, but rather 
to God alone, or to the members of some elite, or to a single sovereign under God. Hence, 
the rights correlative to che obligations that derive from these transactions are all owned 
by some “outside” authority. 

As far as I know, no philosopoher has ever suggested that even our role and contract 
obligations (in this, our actual world) are all owed directly to a divine intermediary; but 
some theologians have approached such extreme moral occasionalism. I have in mind the 
familiar phrase in certain widely distributed religious tracts that “it takes three to marry,” 
which suggests that marital vows are not made between bride and groom directly but be- 
tween each spouse and God, so that if one breaks his vow, the other cannot rightly com- 
plain of being wronged, since only God could have claimed performance of the marital du- 
ties as his own due; and hence God alone had a claim-right violated by nonperformance. If 
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John breaks his vow to God, he might then properly repent in the words of David: “To 
Thee only have I sinned.” 

In our actual world, very few spouses conceive of their mutual obligations in this way; 
but their small children, at a certain stage in their moral upbringing, are likely to feel pre- 
cisely this way toward thezr mutual obligations. If Billy kicks Bobby and is punished by 
Daddy, he may come to feel contrition for his naughtiness induced by his painful estrange- 
ment from the loved parent. He may then be happy to make amends and sincere apology to 
Daddy; but when Daddy insists that he apologize to his wronged brother, that is another 
story. A direct apology to Billy would be a tacit recognition of Billy's status as a right-holder 
against him, some one he can wrong as well as harm, and someone to whom he is directly 
accountable for his wrongs. This is a status Bobby will happily accord Daddy; but it would 
imply a respect for Billy that he does not presently feel, so he bitterly resents according it to 
him. On the” three-to-marry” model, the relations between each spouse and God would be 
like those between Bobby and Daddy; respect for the other spouse as an independent 
claimant would not even be necessary; and where present, of course, never sufficient. 

The advocates of the “three to marry” model who conceive it either as a description of 
our actual institution of marriage or a recommendation of what marriage ought to be, may 
wish to escape this embarrassment by granting rights to spouses in capacities other than 
as promisees. They may wish to say, for example, that when John promises God that he 
will be faithful to Mary, a right is thus conferred not only on God as promisee but also on 
Mary herself as third-party beneficiary, just as when John contracts with an insurance com- 
pany and names Mary as his intended beneficiary, she has a right to the accumulated funds 
after John’s death, even though the insurance company made no promise to her. But this 
seems to be an unnecessarily cumbersome complication contributing nothing to our un- 
derstanding of the marriage bond. The life insurance transaction is necessarily a three party 
relation, involving occupants of three distinct offices, no two of whom alone could do the 
whole job. The transaction, after all, is defined as the purchase by the customer (first of- 
fice) from the vendor (second office) of protection for a beneficiary (third office) against the 
customer's untimely death. Marriage, on the other hand, in this our actual world, appears 
to be a binary relation between a husband and wife, and even though third parties such as 
children, neighbors, psychiatrists, and priests may sometimes be helpful and even causally 
necessary for the survival of the relation, they are not logically necessary to our conception 
of the relation, and indeed many married couples do quite well without them. Still, I am 
not now purporting to describe our actual world, but rather trying to contrast it with a 
counterpart world of the imagination. In that world, it takes three to make almost any 
moral relation and all rights are owned by God or some sovereign under God. 

There will, of course, be delegated authorities in the imaginary world, empowered to 
give commands to their underlings and to punish them for their disobedience. But the 
commands are all given in the name of the right-monopoly who in turn are the only per- 
sons to whom obligations are owed. Hence, even intermediate superiors do not have claim- 
rights against their subordinates but only legal powers to create obligations in the subor- 
dinates to the monopolistic right-holders, and also the legal privilege to impose penalties 
in the name of that monopoly. 
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So much for the imaginary “world without rights.” If some of the moral concepts and prac- 
tices I have allowed into that world do not sit well with one another, no matter. Imagine 
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Nowheresville with all of these practices if you can, or with any harmonious subset of 
them, if you prefer. The important thing is not what I've let into it, but what I have kept 
out. The remainder of this paper will be devoted to an analysis of what precisely a world 
is missing when it does not contain rights and why that absence is morally important. 

The most conspicuous difference, I think, between the Nowheresvillians and ourselves 
has something to do with the activity of claiming. Nowheresvillians, even when they are 
discriminated against invidiously, or left without the things they need, or otherwise badly 
treated, do not think to leap to their feet and make righteous demands against one an- 
other, though they may not hesitate to resort to force and trickery to get what they want. 
They have no notion of rights, so they do not have a notion of what is their due; hence 
they do not claim before they take. The conceptual linkage between personal rights and 
claiming has long been noticed by legal writers and is reflected in the standard usage in 
which “claim-rights” are distinguished from the mere liberties, immunities, and powers, 
also sometimes called “rights,” with which they are easily confused. When a person has a 
legal claim-right to X, it must be the case (i) that he is at liberty in respect to X. i.e., that 
he has no duty to refrain from or relinquish X. and also (ii) that his liberty is the ground 
of other people's duties to grant him X or not to interfere with him in respect to X. Thus, 
in the sense of claim-rights, it is true by definition that rights logically entail other peo- 
ple’s duties. The paradigmatic examples of such rights are the creditor's right to be paid 
a debt by his debtor, and the landowner's right not to be interfered with by anyone in the 
exclusive occupancy of his land. The creditor's right against his debtor, for example, and 
the debtor's duty to his creditor, are precisely the same relation seen from two different 
vantage points, as inextricably linked as the two sides of the same coin. 

And yet, this is not quite an accurate account of the matter, for it fails to do justice to 
the way claim-rights are somehow prior to, or more basic than, the duties with which they 
are necessarily correlated. If Nip has a claim-right against Tuck, it is because of this fact 
that Tuck has a duty to Nip. It is only because something from Tuck is due Nip (direc- 
tional element) that there is something Tuck must do (modal element). This is a relation, 
moreover, in which Tuck is bound and Nip is free. Nip not only bas a right, but he can 
choose whether or not to exercise it, whether to claim it, whether to register complaints 
upon its infringement, even whether to release Tuck from his duty, and forget the whole 
thing. If the personal claim-right is also backed up by criminal sanctions, however, Tuck 
may yet have a duty of obedience to the law from which no one, not even Nip, may re- 
lease him. He would even have such duties if he lived in Nowheresville; but duties sub- 
ject to acts of claiming, duties derivative from and contingent upon the personal rights of 
others, are unknown and undreamed of in Nowheresville. 

Many philosophical writers have simply identified rights with claims. The dictionaries 
tend to define “claims,” in turn, as “assertions of right,” a dizzying piece of circularity that 
led one philosopher to complain—“We go in search of rights and are directed to claims, 
and then back again to rights in bureaucratic futility.” What then is the relation between 
a claim and a right? 

As we shall see, a right is a kind of claim, and a claim is “an assertion of right,” so that 
a formal definition of either notion in terms of the other will not get us very far. Thus if 
a “formal definition” of the usual philosophical sort is what we are after, the game is over 
before it has begun, and we can say that the concept of a right is a “simple, undefinable, 
unanalysable primitive.” Here as elsewhere in philosophy this will have the effect of mak- 
ing the commonplace seem unnecessarily mysterious. We would be better advised, I think, 
not to attempt a formal definition of either “right” or “claim,” but rather to use the idea 
of a claim in informal elucidation of the idea of a right. This is made possible by the fact 
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that clarscimg is an elaborate sort of rule-governed activity. A claim is that which ts claimed, 
the object of the act of claiming. There is, after all, a werb “to claim,” but no verb “to 
right.” If we concentrate on the whole activity of claiming, which is public, familiar, and 
open to our observation, rather than on its upshot alone, we may learn more about the 
generic nature of rights than we could ever hope to learn from a formal definition, even if 
one were possible. Moreover, certain facts about rights more easily, if not solely, express- 
ible in the language of claims and claiming are essential to a full understanding not only 
of what rights are, but also why they are so vitally important. 

Let us begin then by distinguishing between: (1) making claim to . . . , (it) claiming 
that . . . , and (ii) having a claim. One sort of thing we may be doing when we claim 
is to musky clarm to something. This is “to petition or seek by virtue of supposed right; to de- 
mand as due.” Sometimes this is done by an acknowledged right-holder when he serves 
notice that he now wants turned over to him that which has already been acknowledged 
to be his, something borrowed, say, or improperly taken from him. This is often done by 
turning im a chit, a receipt, an I1.0.U., a check, an insurance poliey, or a deed, thar is, a 
title to something currently in the possession of someone else. On other occasions, making 
claim is making application for titles or rights themselves, as when a mining prospector 
stakes a claim to mineral rights, or a householder to a tract of land in the public domain, 
or en inventor to his patent rights. In the one kind of case, to make claim is to exercize 
tights one already has by presenting title; in the other kind of case it is to apply for the 
title icself, by showing that one has satisfied the conditions specified by a rule for che own- 
ership of title and therefore that one can demand it as one’s due. 

Generally speaking, only the person who has a title or who has qualified for it, or some- 
one speaking in his name, can make claim to something as a matter of right. It is an im- 
portant fact about rights (or claims), chen, that they can be claimed only by those who 
have them. Anyone can claim, of course, that this umbrella is yours, but only you or your 
representative can actually claim the umbrella. If Smith owes Jones five dollars, only Jones 
can chim the five dollars as his own, though any bystander can claim that it belongs to 
Jones. One important difference then between makrmg legal clatm to and clatming that is that 
the former 1s a legal performance with direct legal consequences whereas che latter is often 
a mere piece of descriptive commentary with no legal force. Legally speaking, making clatm 
ta can itself make things happen. This sense of “claiming,” then, might well be called “the 
performative sense.” The legal power to claim (performatively) one’s right or the things to 
which one has a right seems to be essentral co the very notion of a right. A right to which 
one could not make claim (t.e. not even for recognition) would be a very “imperfect” right 
indeed! 

Claiming that one has a right (what we can cal! “propositional claiming” as opposed to 
“performative claiming”) is another sort of ching one can do with language, but it is not 
the sort of doing that characteristically has legal consequences. To claim that one has rights 
fs to make an assertion that one has them, and to make it in such # manner as to demand 
or insist that they be recognized. In this sense of “clatm many things in addition to rights 
can be claimed, that is, many other kinds of proposition can be asserted in the claiming 
way. | can claim, for example, chat you, he, or she has certain rights, or chat Julius Caesar 
once had certain rights; or I cam claim that certain statements are true, or that I have cer- 
tain skills, or accomplishments, or virtually anything at all. I can claim that che earth is 
fat. What ts essentral to clatmrng that is the manner of assertion. One can assert without 
even caring very much whether any one ts listening, but part of the point of propositional 
claiming is to make sure people listen. When I claim co others that I know something, for 
example, | am not merely asserting it, but rather “obtruding my putative knowledge upon 
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their attention, demanding that it be recognized, that appropriate notice be taken of it by 
those concerned . . .”° Not every truth is properly assertable, much less claimable, in 
every context. To claim that something is the case in circumstances that justify no more 
than calm assertion is to behave like a boor. (This kind of boorishness, I might add, is 
probably less common in Nowheresville.) But not to claim in the appropriate circum- 
stances that one has a right is to be spiritless or foolish. A list of “appropriate circum- 
stances” would include occasions when one is challenged, when one’s possession is denied, 
or seems insufficiently acknowledged or appreciated; and of course even in these circum- 
stances, the claiming should be done only with an appropriate degree of vehemence. 

Even if there are conceivable circumstances in which one would admit rights diffi- 
dently, there is no doubt that their characteristic use and that for which they are distinc- 
tively well suited, is to be claimed, demanded, affirmed, insisted upon. They are especially 
sturdy objects to “stand upon,” a most useful sort of moral furniture. Having rights, of 
course, makes claiming possible; but it is claiming that gives rights their special moral 
significance. This feature of rights is connected in a way with the customary rhetoric about 
what it is to be a human being. Having rights enables us to “stand up like men,” to look 
others in the eye, and to feel in some fundamental way the equal of anyone. To think of 
oneself as the holder of rights is not to be unduly but properly proud, to have that mini- 
mal self-respect that is necessary to be worthy of the love and esteem of others. Indeed, re- 
spect for persons (this is an intriguing idea) may simply be respect for their rights, so that 
there cannot be the one without the other; and what is called “human dignity” may sim- 
ply be the recognizable capacity to assert claims. To respect a person then, or to think of 
him as possessed of human dignity, simply zs to think of him as a potential maker of 
claims. Not all of this can be packed into a definition of “rights;” but these are facts about 
the possession of rights that argue well their supreme moral importance. More than any- 
thing else I am going to say, these facts explain what is wrong with Nowheresville. 

We come now to the third interesting employment of the claiming vocabulary, that in- 
volving not the verb “to claim” but the substantive “a claim.” What is it to have a claim 
and how is this related to rights? I would like to suggest that having a claim consists in being 
in a position to claim, that is, to make claim to or claim that. If this suggestion is correct it 
shows the primacy of the verbal over the nominative forms. It links claims to a kind of ac- 
tivity and obviates the temptation to think of claims as things, on the model of coins, pen- 
cils, and other material possessions which we can carry in our hip pockets. To be sure, we 
often make or establish our claims by presenting titles, and these typically have the form 
of receipts, tickets, certificates, and other pieces of paper or parchment. The title, however, 
is not the same thing as the claim; rather it is the evidence that establishes the claim as 
valid. On this analysis, one might have a claim without ever claiming that to which one 
is entitled, or without even knowing that one has the claim; for one might simply be ig- 
norant of the fact that one is in a position to claim; or one might be unwilling to exploit 
that position for one reason or another, including fear that the legal machinery is broken 
down or corrupt and will not enforce one’s claim despite its validity. 

Nearly all writers maintain that there is some intimate connection between having a 
claim and having a right. Some identify right and claim without qualification; some de- 
fine “right” as justified or justifiable claim, others as recognized claim, still others as valid 
claim. My own preference is for the latter definition. Some writers, however, reject the 
identification of rights with valid claims on the ground that all claims as such are valid, 
so that the expression “valid claim” is redundant. These writers, therefore, would identify 
rights with claims simpliciter. But this is a very simple confusion. All claims, to be sure, 
are put forward as justified, whether they are justified in fact or not. A claim conceded even 
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by its maker to have no validity is not a claim at all, but a mere demand. The highway- 
man, for example, demands his victim’s money; but he hardly makes claim to it as right- 
fully his own. 

But it does not follow from this sound point that it is redundant to qualify claims as 
justified (or as I prefer, valid) in the definition of a right; for it remains true that not all 
claims put forward as valid really are valid; and only the valid ones can be acknowledged 
as rights. 

If having a valid claim is not redundant, i.e., if it is not redundant to pronounce an- 
other’s claim valid, there must be such a thing as having a claim that is not valid. What 
would this be like? One might accumulate just enough evidence to argue with relevance 
and cogency that one has a right (or ought to be granted a right), although one’s case might 
not be overwhelmingly conclusive. In such a case, one might have strong enough argu- 
ment to be entitled to a hearing and given fair consideration. When one is in this posi- 
tion, it might be said that one “has a claim” that deserves to be weighed carefully. Nev- 
ertheless, the balance of reasons may turn out to militate against recognition of the claim, 
so that the claim, which one admittedly had, and perhaps still does, is not a valid claim 
or right. “Having a claim” in this sense is an expression very much like the legal phrase 
“having a prima facie case.” A plaintiff establishes a prima facie case for the defendant’s lia- 
bility when he establishes grounds that will be sufficient for liability unless outweighed 
by reasons of a different sort that may be offered by the defendant. Similarly, in the crim- 
inal law, a grand jury returns an indictment when it thinks that the prosecution has suf- 
ficient evidence to be taken seriously and given a fair hearing, whatever countervailing rea- 
sons may eventually be offered on the other side. That initial evidence, serious but not 
conclusive, is also sometimes called a prima facie case. In a parallel “prima facie sense” of 
“claim,” having a claim to X is not (yet) the same as having a right to X, but is rather hav- 
ing a case of at least minimal plausibility that one has a right to X, a case that does es- 
tablish a right, not to X, but to a fair hearing and consideration. Claims, so conceived, dif- 
fer in degree: some are stronger than others. Rights, on the other hand, do not differ in 
degree: no one right is more of a right than another.’ 

Another reason for not identifying rights with claims szmp/y is that there is a well- 
established usage in international law that makes a theoretically interesting distinction be- 
tween claims and rights. Statesmen are sometimes led to speak of “claims” when they are 
concerned with the natural needs of deprived human beings in conditions of scarcity. 
Young orphans weed good upbringings, balanced diets, education, and technical training 
everywhere in the world; but unfortunately there are many places where these goods are 
in such short supply that it is impossible to provision all who need them. If we persist, 
nevertheless, in speaking of these needs as constituting rights and not merely claims, we 
are committed to the conception of a right which is an entitlement żo some good, but not 
a valid claim against any particular individual; for in conditions of scarcity there may be 
no determinate individuals who can plausibly be said to have a duty to provide the miss- 
ing goods to those in need. J. E. S. Fawcett therefore prefers to keep the distinction be- 
tween claims and rights firmly in mind. “Claims,” he writes, “are needs and demands in 
movement, and there is a continuous transformation, as a society advances {toward greater 
abundance} of economic and social claims into civil and political rights . . . and not all 
countries or all claims are by any means at the same stage in the process.”* The manifesto 
writers on the other side who seem to identify needs, or at least basic needs, with what 
they call “human rights,” are more properly described, I think, as urging upon the world 
community the moral principle that a// basic human needs ought to be recognized as 
claims (in the customary prima facie sense) worthy of sympathy and serious consideration 
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right now, even though, in many cases, they cannot yet plausibly be treated as valid claims, 
that is, as grounds of any other people’s duties. This way of talking avoids the anomaly of 
ascribing to all human beings now, even those in pre-industrial societies, such “economic 
and social rights” as “periodic holidays with pay.”’ 

Still, for all of that, I have a certain sympathy with the manifesto writers, and I am even 
willing to speak of a special “manifesto sense” of “right,” in which a right need not be cor- 
related with another's duty. Natural needs are real claims if only upon hypothetical future 
beings not yet in existence. I accept the moral principle that to have an unfulfilled need 
is to have a kind of claim against the world, even if against no one in particular. A natu- 
ral need for some good as such, like a natural desert, is always a reason in support of a claim 
to that good. A person in need, then, is always “in a position” to make a claim, even when 
there is no one in the corresponding position to do anything about it. Such claims, based 
on need alone, are “permanent possibilities of rights,” the natural seed from which rights 
grow. When manifesto writers speak of them as if already actual rights, they are easily for- 
given, for this is but a powerful way of expressing the conviction that they ought to be 
recognized by states here and now as potential rights and consequently as determinants of 
present aspirations and guides to present policies. That usage, I think, is a valid exercise of 
rhetorical licence. 

I prefer to characterize rights as valid claims rather than justified ones, because I sus- 
pect that justification is rather too broad a qualification. “Validity,” as I understand it, is 
justification of a peculiar and narrow kind, namely justification within a system of rules. 
A man has a legal right when the official recognition of his claim (as valid) is called for by 
the governing rules. This definition, of course, hardly applies to moral rights, but that is 
not because the genus of which moral rights are a species is something other than claims. 
A man has a moral right when he has a claim the recognition of which is called for—not 
(necessarily) by legal rules—but by moral principles, or the principles of an enlightened 
conscience. 

There is one final kind of attack on the generic identification of rights with claims, and 
it has been launched with great spirit in a recent article by H. J. McCloskey, who holds 
that rights are not essentially claims at all, but rather entitlements. The springboard of his 
argument is his insistence that rights in their essential character are always rights to, not 
rights against: 


My right to life is not a right against anyone. It is my right and by virtue of it, it is normally 
permissible for me to sustain my life in the face of obstacles. It does give rise to rights against 
others in the sense that others have or may come to have duties to refrain from killing me, but 
it is essentially a right of mine, not an infinite list of claims, hypothetical and actual, against 
an infinite number of actual, potential, and as yet nonexistent human beings . . . Similarly, 
the right of the tennis club member to play on the club courts is a right to play, not a right 
against some vague group of potential or possible obstructors.'° 


The argument seems to be that since rights are essentially rights to, whereas claims are 
essentially claims against, rights cannot be claims, though they can be grounds for claims. 
The argument is doubly defective though. First of all, contrary to McCloskey, rights (at 
least legal claim-rights) are held against others. McCloskey admits this in the case of in per- 
sonam rights (what he calls “special rights”) but denies it in the case of ¿n rem rights (which 
he calls “general rights”): 


Special rights are sometimes against specific individuals or institutions—e.g. rights created 
by promises, contracts, etc. . . . but these differ from . . . characteristic . . . general 
rights where the right is simply aright to... " 
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As far as I can tell, the only reason McCloskey gives for denying that 7” rem rights are 
against others is that those against whom they would have to hold make up an enormously 
multitudinous and “vague” group, including hypothetical people not yet even in exis- 
tence. Many others have found this a paradoxical consequence of the notion of zz rem rights, 
but I see nothing troublesome in it. If a general rule gives me a right of noninterference 
in a certain respect against everybody, then there are literally hundreds of millions of peo- 
ple who have a duty toward me in that respect; and if the same general rule gives the same 
right to everyone else, then it imposes on me literally hundreds of millions of duties—or 
duties towards hundreds of millions of people. I see nothing paradoxical about this, how- 
ever. The duties, after all, are negative; and I can discharge all of them at a stroke simply 
by minding my own business. And if all human beings make up one moral community 
and there are hundreds of millions of human beings, we should expect there to be hun- 
dreds of millions of moral relations holding between them. 

McCloskey’s other premise is even more obviously defective. There is no good reason 
to think that all claims are “essentially” against, rather than to. Indeed most of the discus- 
sion of claims above has been of claims to, and as we have seen, the law finds it useful to 
recognize claims fo (or “mere claims”) that are not yet qualified to be claims against, or 
rights (except in a “manifesto sense” of “rights”). 

Whether we are speaking of claims or rights, however, we must notice that they seem to 
have two dimensions, as indicated by the prepositions “to” and “against,” and it is quite natu- 
ral to wonder whether either of these dimensions is somehow more fundamental or essential 
than the other. All rights seem to merge entitlements to do, have, omit, or be something with 
claims against others to act or refrain from acting in certain ways. In some statements of rights 
the entitlement is perfectly determinate (e.g. to play tennis) and the claim vague (e.g. against 
“some vague group of potential or possible obstructors”); but in other cases the object of the 
claim is clear and determinate (e.g. against one’s parents), and the entitlement general and 
indeterminate (e.g. to be given a proper upbringing.) If we mean by “entitlement” that zo 
which one has a right and by “claim” something directed at those against whom the right 
holds (as McCloskey apparently does), then we can say that all claim-rights necessarily in- 
volve both, though in individual cases the one element or the other may be in sharper focus. 

In brief conclusion: To have a right is to have a claim against someone whose recogni- 
tion as valid is called for by some set of governing rules or moral principles. To have a clazm 
in turn, is to have a case meriting consideration, that is, to have reasons or grounds that put 
one in a position to engage in performative and propositional claiming. The activity of 
claiming, finally, as much as any other thing, makes for self-respect and respect for others, 
gives a sense to the notion of personal dignity, and distinguishes this otherwise morally 
flawed world from the even worse world of Nowheresville. 
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Philippa Foot (1920- ) is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the University of California at 
Los Angeles. She argues against the Kantian claim (Chapter 10) that moral imperatives must 
be categorical rather than hypothetical. 


Morality as a System 
of Hypothetical Imperatives 


There are many difficulties and obscurities in Kant’s moral philosophy, and few contem- 


pact moralists will leyt to soy it all; ae yas se ee 


In discussing sO peels asa a notion as that of the hypothetical imperative, 
one naturally begins by asking what Kant himself meant by a hypothetical imperative, 
and it may be useful to say a little about the idea of an imperative as this appears in Kant’s 
works. In writing about imperatives Kant seems to be thinking at least as much of 


From Philosophical Review 71 (1972). 


MORALITY AS A SYSTEM OF HYPOTHETICAL IMPERATIVES 615 


statements about what ought to be or should be done, as of injunctions expressed in the 
imperative mood. He even describes as an imperative the assertion that it would be “good 
to do or refrain from doing something”! and explains that for a will that “does not always 
do something simply because it is presented to it as a good thing to do” this has the force 


of a pines of reason. We mi e ls Sat sta a a 


The ireren between Pk dich imperatives v ieee iSbeciencd which 
plays so important a part in Kant’s ethics, appears in characteristic form in the following 
passages from the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals: 


All imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The former present the 
practical necessity of a possible action as a means to achieving something else which one de- 
sires (or which one may possibly desire).. The categorical imperative would be one which pre- 
sented an action as of itself objectively necessary, without regard to any other end.’ 


If the action is good only as a means to something else, the imperative is hypothetical; but 
if it is thought of as good in itself, and hence as necessary in a will which of itself conforms 
to reason as the principle of this will, the imperative is categorical.’ 


The hypothetical imperative, as Kant defines it, “says only that the action is good to some 
purpose” and the purpose, he explains, may be possible or actual. Among imperatives re- 
lated to actual a Kant mentions rules of prudence, since he believes that all men 
ecessarily des: wn happiness. Without committing ourselves to this view it will 
be Prefi to follow Kant in maa together as “hypothetical imperatives” those telling a 
man what he ought to do because (or if) he wants something and those telling him what 
he ought to do on grounds of self-interest. Common opinion agrees with Kant in insist- 
ing that a moral man must accept a rule of duty whatever his interests or desires.‘ 
Having given a rough description of the class of Kantian hypothetical imperatives it may 
be useful to point to the heterogeneity within it. Sometimes what a man should do depends 
on his passing inclination, as when he wants his coffee hot and should warm the jug. Some- 
times it depends on some long-term project, when the feelings and inclinations of the mo- 
ment are irrelevant. If one wants to be a respectable philosopher one should get up in the 
mornings and do some work, though just at that moment when one should do it the thought 
of being a respectable philosopher leaves one cold. It is true nevertheless to say of one, at that 
moment, that one wants to be a respectable philosopher,’ and this can be the foundation of 
a desire-dependent hypothetical imperative. The term “desire” as used in the original ac- 
count of the hypothetical imperative was meant as a grammatically convenient substitute 
for “want,” and was not meant to carry any implication of inclination rather than long-term 
aim or project. Even the word “project,” taken strictly, introduces undesirable restrictions. 
If someone is devoted to his family or his country or to any cause, there are certain things he 
wants, which may then be the basis of Sea x, sala siok either inclinations 
or ok te aaa what is in mea othetical imperatives should al: 


a ioia HESS O TEET He ecinen’s on shie a upreocyeoieale impera- 
tive is dependent may be those of one man, or may be taken for granted as belonging to a 
number of people, engaged in some common project or sharing common aims. 

Is Kant right to say that moral judgments are categorical, not hypothetical, imperatives? 
It may seem that he is, for 
“should” and “ought,” apparently corresponding to Kant’s hypothetical and categorical im- 
peratives, and we find moral judgments on the “categorical” side. Suppose, for instance, we 
have advised a traveler that he should take a certain train, believing him to be journeying to 
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his home. If we find that he has decided to go elsewhere, we will most likely have to take 
back what we said: the “should” will now be unsupported and in need of support. Similarly, 
we must be prepared to withdraw our statement about what he should do if we find that the 
right relation does not hold between the action and the end—that it is either no way of get- 
ting what he wants (or doing what he wants to do) or not the most eligible among possible 
means. The use of ‘ should” and * ought” in moral contexts is, however, quite different. 


nection can be Bead the “should” need not be = ina It sullen that the agent cannot 
rebut an assertion about what, morally sPeoeat he should ae by sotma that the action 
is not ancii to his 1 interests or Gey Wi h acon | Joes 


There 18, then,,one 28 Poa between moral judgments and the class of ‘ po 
thetical imperatives” so far discussed. In the latter “should” is used “hypothetically,” in 
the sense defined, and if Kant were merely drawing attention to this piece of linguis- 
tic usage his point would ee ely Banos But ee Kant meant more than this; in 


describing m 
ignity and neces - - Modern 
philosophers follow Kant in alin a ests about the “unconditional requirement” 

expressed in moral judgments. Me tell us what we have to ae whatever our interests or 


desires, and by their inescapability 7 sting ‘tica : 
The problem is to find ei for this further fa of moral judgments. If anyone fails 
to see the gap that has to be filled it will be useful to point out to him that we find “should” 
used non-hypothetically in some non-moral statements to which no one attributes the spe- 
cial PCa and pE para Gak the ae He Poo Dit ’ For in- 


o apply to someone who has his own good reasons for ig- 
noring this piece of nonsense, or who simply does not care about what, from the point of 
view of etiquette, he should do. Similarly, there is a non-hypothetical use of “should” in con- 
texts where something like a club rule is in question. The club secretary who has told a 
member that he should not bring ladies into the smoking room does not say, “Sorry, I was 
mistaken” when informed that this neac is siping tomorrow and cares nothing about 


It follows that if a hypothetical use of “should” gives a hypothetical imperative, and a 
aonana use of “should” a siecenicol ee pats then shes eee 


; etic s of a pa: ) es. Since this would not 
be meant ” mip aini of ne categorical ialacnenieand in ore who would insist that 
these other “should” statements give hypothetical imperatives, they must be using this ex- 
pression in some other sense. We must therefore ask what they mean when they say that 
“You should answer . . . in the third person” is a hypothetical imperative. Very roughly 
the idea seems to be that one may reasonably ask why anyone should bother about what 
shoulde (should from the point of view of etiquette) be done, and that such considerations 
deserve no notice unless reason is shown. So although people give as their reason for doing 
something the fact that it is required by etiquette, we do not take this consideration as 7 
itself giving us reason to act. Considerations of etiquette do not have any automatic reason- 
giving force, and a man might be right if he denied that he had reason to do “what's done.” 
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This seems to take us to the heart of the matter, for, by contrast, it is supposed that 
moral considerations necessarily give reasons for acting to any man. The difficulty is, of 
course, to defend this proposition which is more often repeated than explained. Unless it 
is said, implausibly, that all “should” or “ought” statements give reasons for acting, which 
leaves the old problem of assigning a special categorical status to moral judgment, we 
must be told what it is that makes the moral “should” relevantly different from the 
“shoulds” appearing in normative statements of other kinds.” Attempts have sometimes 
been made to show that some kind of irrationality is involved in ignoring the “should” of 
morality: in saying “Immoral—so what?” as one says “Not comme il faut—so what?” But 
as far as I can see these have all rested on some illegitimate assumption, as, for instance, 
of thinking that the amoral man, who agrees that some piece of conduct is immoral but 
takes no notice of that, is inconsistently disregarding a rule of conduct that he has ac- 
cepted; or again of thinking it inconsistent to desire that others will not do to one what 
one a ta to do to them. The fact is that the man whe cts morality because he se 


Seth Immorality does 04 cai, 
It is obvious cn ate normative sehia rain EEE indgment as not ae its 
reason-giving force. Moral judgments are normative, but so are judgments of r 
statements of club rules, and many others. Why should the first mate reasons for acting 
as the others do not? In every case it is because there is a background of teaching that the 
non-hypothetical “should” can be used. The Ge is Sea a not am recommended, 
ie question remains as to w e should do what x require >. It is true that 
moral rules are often enforced much more strictly than the rules of etiquette, and our reluc- 
tance to press the non-hypothetical “should” of etiquette may be one reason why we think 
of the rules of etiquette as hypothetical imperatives. But are we then to say that there is 
nothing behind the idea that moral judgments are categorical imperatives but the relative 
stringency of our moral teaching? I believe that this may have more to do with the matter 
than the defenders of the categorical imperative would like to admit. For if we look at the 
kind of thing that is said in its defense we may find ourselves puzzled about what the words 
can even mean unless we connect them with the feelings that this stringent teaching im- 
plants. People talk, for instance, about the “binding force” of morality, but it is not clear 
what this means if not that we feel ourselves unable to escape. Indeed the “inescapability” of 
moral requirements is often cited yra sgi are being tonennad with ee impera- 
tives. No one, it is said, escapes the requ ents of ett ving ha ar 
lar interests or desires. T Taken in one way this ies reiterates the contrast between the 
“should” of morality and the hypothetica ) a ‘e more place ity along- 


side of etiquette. Both are inescapab ffend against 
either morality or etiquette because the agent is indiffe to their purposes and to the dis- 
approval he will incur by flouting them. But morality is supposed to be inescapable in some 


special way and this may turn out to be merely the reflection of the way morality is taught. _ 


Of course, we must try other phe of expressing the rca rae It may be said, for in- 
stance, that mor € 


O erena inianastandaiisiees. The sense of this is, again, siasi Tam 
times when we use such expressions we are referring to physical or mental compulsion. (A 
man has to go along if he is pulled by strong men, and he has to give in if tortured beyond 
endurance.) But it is only in the absence of such conditions that moral judgments apply. An- 
other and more common sense of the words is found in sentences such as “I caught a bad cold 
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and had to stay in bed” where a penalty for acting otherwise is in the offing. The necessity 
of acting morally is not, however, supposed to depend on such penalties. Another range of 
examples, not necessarily having to do with penalties, is found where there is an unques- 
tioned acceptance of some project or role, as when a nurse tells us that she has to make her 
rounds at a certain time, or we say that we have to run for a certain train. But these too are 
irrelevant in the present context, since the acceptance condition can always be revoked. 
No doubt it will = Den that it is in some other sense of the words “have to” or- 
” that one toc . y de s. But why should one insist that 
there must be idh a sense when it proves so difficult to say what it is? Suppose that what 
we take for a puzzling thought were really no thought at all but only the reflection of our 
i about morality? Perhaps it makes no sense to say that we “have to” submit to the 
— it v is “ir ble some special way. For just as one may feel 
as if one is falling without believing that one is moving downward, so one may feel as if 
one has to do what is morally required without believing oneself to be under physical or 
psychological compulsion, or about to incur a penalty if one does not comply. No one 
thinks that if the word “falling” is used in a statement reporting one’s sensations it must 


be used in a special sense. But this kind of mistake may be involved in looking for the spe- 
cial sense in which one “has to” do what manali demands. Fherè Pent Tasisi 


' atives than do state sa quet Reo plete may eae fol- 
low ainne morality or etiquette without asking why they should do so, but equally well 
they may not. They may ask for reasons and may reasonably refuse to follow either if rea- 
sons are not to be found. 

It will be said that this way of viewing moral considerations must be totally destruc- 
tive of morality, because no one could ever act morally unless he accepted such considera- 


tions as in themselves sufficient reason for action. Actions that are truly moral must be 
done “for their own sake,” “because they are right,” and not for some ulterior purpose. This 
argument we must examine with care, for the doctrine of the categorical imperative has 
owed much to its persuasion. 

Is there anything to be said for the thesis that a truly moral man acts “out of respect for 
the moral law” or that he does what is morally right because it is morally right? That such 
propositions are not prima facie absurd depends on the fact that moral judgment concerns it- 
self with a man’s reasons for acting as well as with what he does. Law and etiquette require 
only that certain things are done or left undone, but no one is counted as charitable if he gives 
alms “for the praise of men,” and one who is honest only because it pays him to be honest does 
not have the virtue of honesty. This kind of consideration was crucial in shaping Kant’s moral 
philosophy. He many times contrasts acting out of respect for the moral law with acting from 
an ulterior motive, and what is more from one that is self-interested. In the early Lectures on 
Ethics he gave the principle of truth-telling under a system of hypothetical imperatives as that 
of not lying żf it harms one to lie. In the Metaphysics of Morals he says that ethics cannot start 
from the ends which a man may propose to himself, since these are all “selfish.” In the Crz- 
tique of Practical Reason he argues explicitly that when acting not out of respect for the moral 
law but “on a material maxim” men do what they do for the sake of pleasure or happiness. 
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All material practical principles are, as such, of one and the same kind and belong under the 
10 


general principle of self love or one’s own happiness. 
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If we put this theory of human action aside, and allow as ends the things that seem to 
be ends, the picture changes. It will surely be allowed that quite apart from thoughts of 
duty a man may care about the suffering of others, having a sense of identification with 
them, and wanting to help if he can. Of course he must want not the reputation of 
charity, nor even a gratifying role helping others, but, quite simply, their good. If this is 
what he does care about, then he will be attached to the end proper to the virtue of charity 
and a comparison with someone acting from an ulterior motive (even a respectable ul- 
terior motive) is out of place. Nor will the conformity of his actien to the rule of charity 
be merely contingent. Honest action may happen to further a man’s career; charitable ac- 
tions do not happen to further the good of others. 

Can a man accepting only hypothetical imperatives possess other virtues besides that 
of charity? Could he be just or honest? This problem is more complex because there is no 
one end related to such virtues as the good of others is related to charity. But what reason 
could there be for refusing to call a man a just man if he acted justly because he loved truth 
and liberty, and wanted every man to be treated with a certain minimum respect? And 
why should the truly honest man not follow honesty for the sake of the good that honest 
dealing brings to men? Of course, the usual difficulties can be raised about the rare case 
in which no good is foreseen from an individual act of honesty. But it is not evident that 
a man’s desires could not give him reason to act honestly even here. He wants to live openly 
and in good faith with his neighbors; it is not all the same to him to lie and conceal. 

If one wants to know whether there could be a truly moral man who accepted moral 
principles as hypothetical rules of conduct, as many people accept rules of etiquette as hy- 
pothetical rules of conduct, one must consider the right kind of example. A man who de- 
manded that morality should be brought under the heading of self-interest would not be 
a good candidate, nor would anyone who was ready to be charitable or honest only so long 
as he felt inclined. A cause such as justice makes strenuous demands, but this is not pe- 
culiar to morality, and men are prepared to toil to achieve many ends not endorsed by mor- 
ality. That they are prepared to fight so hard for moral ends—for example, for liberty and 
justice—depends on the fact that these are the kinds of ends that arouse devotion. To sac- 
rifice a great deal for the sake of etiquette one would need to be under the spell of the em- 
phatic “oughte.” One could hardly be devoted to behaving comme il faut. 

In spite of all that has been urged in favor of the hypothetical imperative in ethics, I 
am sure that many people will be unconvinced and will argue that one element essential 
to moral virtue is still missing. This missing feature is the recognition of a duty to adopt 


those ends whic . We have said that he does care about 
others, and about causes such as liberty and justice; that it is on this account that he will 
accept a system of morality. But what if he never cared about such things, or what if he 


ceased to care? Is it not the case that he ovght to care? This is exactly what Kant would say, 
for though at times he sounds as if he thought that morality is not concerned with ends, 
at others he insists that the adoption of ends such as the happiness of others is itself dic- 
tated by morality.'' How is this proposition to be regarded by one who rejects all talk 


about the binding force of the moral law? He will agree that a moral man has moral ends- 
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: natte s su i stice. Further, he will rec- 
ognize in the statetment war one aa to care dscns AN Tg a correct application of 
the non-hypothetical moral “ought” by which society is apt to voice its demands. He will 
not, however, take the fact that he ought to have certain ends as in itself reason to adopt 
them. If he himself is a moral man then he cares about such things, but not “because he 
ought.” If he is an amoral man he may deny that he has any reason to trouble his head over 
this or any other moral demand. Of course he may be mistaken, and his life as well as 
others’ lives may be most sadly spoiled by his selfishness. But this is not what is urged by 
those who think ae can close the matter by an ma use akai bugin ange 


This Onnek may, as m saida appear apen S md iep eff dea We are nis 
to panic at the thought that we ourselves, or other people, might stop caring about the 
things we do care about, and we feel that the categorical imperative gives us some control 
over the situation. But it is interesting that the people of Leningrad were not similarly 
struck by the thought that only the contingent fact that other citizens shared their loyalty 
and devotion to the city stood between them and the Germans during the terrible years 
of the siege. Perhaps we should be less troubled than we are by fear of defection from the 
moral cause; perhaps we should even have less reason to fear it if people thought of them- 
selves as volunteers banded together to fight for liberty and justice and against inhu- 


manity and oppression. It is often felt, even if obscurely, that there is an el f de- 
caren in the official line about cranes Anene some have e been panud o% talk 
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1. Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Sec. II, trans. by L. W. Beck. 
2 olbid. 
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. According to the position sketched here we have three forms of the hypothetical imperative: 
“If you want x you should do y,” “Because you want x you should do y,” and “Because x is in 
your interest you should do y.” For Kant the third would automatically be covered by the 
second. 

5. To say that at that moment one wants to be a respectable philosopher would be another mat- 
ter. Such a statement requires a special connection between the desire and the moment. 

6. Iam here going back on something I said in an earlier article (“Moral Beliefs,” Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society, 1958-1959) where I thought it necessary to show that virtue must benefit 
the agent. I believe the rest of the article can stand. 

7. To say that moral considerations are called reasons is blatantly to ignore the problem. 

8. I am grateful to Rogers Albritton for drawing my attention to this interesting use of expres- 
sions such as “have to” or “must.” 

9. Pt. II, Introduction, sec. II. 

10. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. by L. W. Beck, p. 133. 

11. See, e.g., The Metaphysics of Morals, pt. I, sec. 30. 

12. See G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” Phz/osophy (1958). My view is different 

from Miss Anscombe’s, but I have learned from her. 

13. So many people have made useful comments on drafts of this article that I despair of thanking 

them all. Derek Parfit’s help has been sustained and invaluable, and special thanks are also due 

to Barry Stroud. 
An earlier version of this paper was read at the Center for Philosophical Exchange, Brock- 

port, N.Y., and published in Philosophical Exchange (Summer 1971). 


* 32. JOHN RAWLS 


John Rawls (1921- ) is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at Harvard University. His influen- 
tial account of justice views it as a social arrangement that ensures that the interests of some 
are not sacrificed to the arbitrary advantages held by others. 


A Theory of Justice 


THE MAIN IDEA OF THE 
THEORY OF JUSTICE 


My aim is to present a conception of justice which generalizes and carries to a higher level 
of abstraction the familiar theory of the social contract as found, say, in Locke, Rousseau, 
and Kant.' In order to do this we are not to think of the original contract as one to enter 
a particular society or to set up a particular form of government. Rather, the guiding idea 
is that the principles of justice for the basic structure of society are the object of the origi- 
nal agreement. They are the principles that free and rational persons concerned to further 
their own interests would accept in an initial position of equality as defining the funda- 
mental terms of their association. These principles are to regulate all further agreements; 
they specify the kinds of social cooperation that can be entered into and the forms of gov- 
ernment that can be established. This way of regarding the principles of justice I shall call 
justice as fairness. 

Thus we are to imagine that those who engage in social cooperation choose together, 
in one joint act, the principles which are to assign basic rights and duties and to deter- 
mine the division of social benefits. Men are to decide in advance how they are to regulate 
their claims against one another and what is to be the foundation charter of their society. 
Just as each person must decide by rational reflection what constitutes his good, that is, 
the system of ends which it is rational for him to pursue, so a group of persons must de- 
cide once and for all what is to count among them as just and unjust. The choice which 
rational men would make in this hypothetical situation of equal liberty, assuming for the 
present that this choice problem has a solution, determines the principles of justice. 

In justice as fairness the original position of equality corresponds to the state of nature 
in the traditional theory of the social contract. This original position is not, of course, 
thought of as an actual historical state of affairs, much less as a primitive condition of cul- 
ture. It is understood as a purely hypothetical situation characterized so as to lead to a cer- 
tain conception of justice.? Among the essential features of this situation is that no one 
knows his place in society, his class position or social status, nor does any one know his 


: From A Theory of Justice by John Rawls, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Copyright © 1971 by the 
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fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and 
the like. I shall even assume that the parties do not know their conceptions of the good or 
their special psychological propensities. The principles of justice are chosen behind a veil 
of ignorance. This ensures that no one is advantaged or disadvantaged in the choice of prin- 
ciples by the outcome of natural chance or the contingency of social circumstances. Since 
all are similarly situated and no one is able to design principles to favor his particular con- 
dition, the principles of justice are the result of a fair agreement or bargain. For given the 
circumstances of the original position, the symmetry of everyone’s relations to each other, 
this initial situation is fair between individuals as moral persons, that is, as rational be- 
ings with their own ends and capable, I shall assume, of a sense of justice. The original po- 
sition is, one might say, the appropriate initial status quo, and thus the fundamental agree- 
ments reached in it are fair. This explains the propriety of the name “justice as fairness”: 
it conveys the idea that the principles of justice are agreed to in an initial situation that 
is fair. The name does not mean that the concepts of justice and fairness are the same, 
any more than the phrase “poetry as metaphor” means that the concepts of poetry and 
metaphor are the same. 

Justice as fairness begins, as I have said, with one of the most general of all choices 
which persons might make together, namely, with the choice of the first principles of a 
conception of justice which is to regulate all subsequent criticism and reform of institu- 
tions. Then, having chosen a conception of justice, we can suppose that they are to choose 
a constitution and a legislature to enact laws, and so on, all in accordance with the prin- 
ciples of justice initially agreed upon. Our social situation is just if it is such that by this 
sequence of hypothetical agreements we would have contracted into the general system of 
rules which defines it. Moreover, assuming that the original position does determine a set 
of principles (that is, that a particular conception of justice would be chosen), it will then 
be true that whenever social institutions satisfy these principles those engaged in them can 
say to one another that they are cooperating on terms to which they would agree if they 
were free and equal persons whose relations with respect to one another were fair. They 
could all view their arrangements as meeting the stipulations which they would ac- 
knowledge in an initial situation that embodies widely accepted and reasonable constraints 
on the choice of principles. The general recognition of this fact would provide the basis 
for a public acceptance of the corresponding principles of justice. No society can, of course, 
be a scheme of cooperation which men enter voluntarily in a literal sense; each person finds 
himself placed at birth in some particular position in some particular society, and the na- 
ture of this position materially affects his life prospects. Yet a society satisfying the prin- 
ciples of justice as fairness comes as close as a society can to being a voluntary scheme, for 
it meets the principles which free and equal persons would assent to under circumstances 
that are fair. In this sense its members are autonomous and the obligations they recognize 
self-imposed. 

One feature of justice as fairness is to think of the parties in the initial situation as ra- 
tional and mutually disinterested. This does not mean that the parties are egoists, that is, 
individuals with only certain kinds of interests, say in wealth, prestige and domination. 
But they are conceived as not taking an interest in one another’s interests. They are to pre- 
sume that even their spiritual aims may be opposed, in the way that the aims of those of 
different religions may be opposed. Moreover, the concept of rationality must be inter- 
preted as far as possible in the narrow sense, standard in economic theory, of taking the 
most effective means to given ends. I shall modify this concept to some extent, but one 
must try to avoid introducing into it any controversial ethical elements. The initial situa- 
tion must be characterized by stipulations that are widely accepted. 


A THEORY OF JUSTICE 623 


In working out the conception of justice as fairness one main task clearly is to deter- 
mine which principles of justice would be chosen in the original position. To do this we 
must describe this situation in some detail and formulate with care the problem of choice 
which it presents. These matters I shall take up in the immediately succeeding chapters. 
It may be observed, however, that once the principles of justice are thought of as arising 
from an original agreement in a situation of equality, it is an open question whether the 
principle of utility would be acknowledged. Offhand it hardly seems likely that persons 
who view themselves as equals, entitled to press their claims upon one another, would 
agree to a principle which may require lesser life prospects for some simply for the sake of 
a greater sum of advantages enjoyed by others. Since each desires to protect his interests, 
his capacity to advance his conception of the good, no one has a reason to acquiesce in an 
enduring loss for himself in order to bring about a greater net balance of satisfaction. In 
the absence of strong and lasting benevolent impulses, a rational man would not accept a 
basic structure merely because it maximized the algebraic sum of advantages irrespective 
of its permanent effects on his own basic rights and interests. Thus it seems that the prin- 
ciple of utility is incompatible with the conception of social cooperation among equals for 
mutual advantage. It appears to be inconsistent with the idea of reciprocity implicit in the 
notion of a well-ordered society. Or, at any rate, so I shall argue. 

I shall maintain instead that the persons in the initial situation would choose two rather 
different principles: the first requires equality in the assignment of basic rights and du- 
ties, while the second holds that social and economic inequalities, for example inequali- 
ties of wealth and authority, are just only if they result in compensating benefits for every- 
one, and in particular for the least advantaged members of society. These principles rule 
out justifying institutions on the grounds chat the hardships of some are offset by a greater 
good in the aggregate. It may be expedient but it is not just that some should have less 
in order that others may prosper. But there is no injustice in the greater benefits earned 
by a few provided that the situation of persons not so fortunate is thereby improved. The 
intuitive idea is that since everyone’s well-being depends upon a scheme of cooperation 
without which no one could have a satisfactory life, the division of advantages should be 
such as to draw forth the willing cooperation of everyone taking part in it, including those 
less well situated. Yet this can be expected only if reasonable terms are proposed. The two 
principles mentioned seem to be a fair agreement on the basis of which those better en- 
dowed, or more fortunate in their social position, neither of which we can be said to de- 
serve, could expect the willing cooperation of others when some workable scheme is a nec- 
essary condition of the welfare of all.* Once we decide to look for a conception of justice 
that nullifies the accidents of natural endowment and the contingencies of social circum- 
stance as counters in quest for political and economic advantage, we are led to these prin- 
ciples. They express the result of leaving aside those aspects of the social world that seem 
arbitrary from a moral point of view. 

The problem of the choice of principles, however, is extremely difficult. I do not expect 
the answer I shall suggest to be convincing to everyone. It is, therefore, worth noting from 
the outset that justice as fairness, like other contract views, consists of two parts: (1) an 
interpretation of the initial situation and of the problem of choice posed there, and (2) a 
set of principles which, it is argued, would be agreed to. One may accept the first part of 
the theory (or some variant thereof), but not the other, and conversely. The concept of the 
initial contractual situation may seem reasonable although the particular principles pro- 
posed are rejected. To be sure, I want to maintain that the most appropriate conception of 

this situation does lead to principles of justice contrary to utilitarianism and perfection- 
ism, and therefore that the contract doctrine provides an alternative to these views. Still, 
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one may dispute this contention even though one grants that the contractarian method 
is a useful way of studying ethical theories and of setting forth their underlying assump- 
tions. 

A final remark. Justice as fairness is not a complete contract theory. For it is clear that 
the contractarian idea can be extended to the choice of more or less an entire ethical sys- 
tem, that is, to a system including principles for all the virtues and not only for justice. 
Now for the most part I shall consider only principles of justice and others closely related 
to them; I make no attempt to discuss the virtues in a systematic way. Obviously if jus- 
tice as fairness succeeds reasonably well, a next step would be to study the more general 
view suggested by the name “rightness as fairness.” But even this wider theory fails to em- 
brace all moral relationships, since it would seem to include only our relations with other 
persons and to leave out of account how we are to conduct ourselves toward animals and 
the rest of nature. I do not contend that the contract notion offers a way to approach these 
questions which are certainly of the first importance; and I shall have to put them aside. 
We must recognize the limited scope of justice as fairness and of the general type of view 
that it exemplifies. How far its conclusions must be revised once these other matters are 
understood cannot be decided in advance. 


THE ORIGINAL POSITION 
AND JUSTIFICATION 


I have said that the original position is the appropriate initial status quo which insures 
that the fundamental agreements reached in it are fair. This fact yields the name “jus- 
tice as fairness.” It is clear, then, that I want to say that one conception of justice is more 
reasonable than another, or justifiable with respect to it, if rational persons in the initial 
situation would choose its principles over those of the other for the role of justice. Con- 
ceptions of justice are to be ranked by their acceptability to persons so circumstanced. 
Understood in this way the question of justification is settled by working out a problem 
of deliberation: we have to ascertain which principles it would be rational to adopt given 
the contractual situation. This connects the theory of justice with the theory of rational 
choice. 

If this view of the problem of justification is to succeed, we must, of course, describe 
in some detail the nature of this choice problem. A problem of rational decision has a defi- 
nite answer only if we know the beliefs and interests of the parties, their relations with re- 
spect to one another, the alternatives between which they are to choose, the procedure 
whereby they make up their minds, and so on. As the circumstances are presented in dif- 
ferent ways, correspondingly different principles are accepted. The concept of the original 
position, as I shall refer to it, is that of the most philosophically favored interpretation of 
this initial choice situation for the purposes of a theory of justice. 

But how are we to decide what is the most favored interpretation? I assume, for one 
thing, that there is a broad measure of agreement that principles of justice should be cho- 
sen under certain conditions. To justify a particular description of the initial situation one 
shows that it incorporates these commonly shared presumptions. One argues from widely 
accepted but weak premises to more specific conclusions. Each of the presumptions should 
by itself be natural and plausible; some of them may seem innocuous or even trivial. The 
aim of the contract approach is to establish that taken together they impose significant 
bounds on acceptable principles of justice. The ideal outcome would be that these condi- 
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tions determine a unique set of principles; but I shall be satisfied if they suffice to rank the 
main traditional conceptions of social justice. 

One should not be misled, then, by the somewhat unusual conditions which character- 
ize the original position. The idea here is simply to make vivid to ourselves the restrictions 
that it seems reasonable to impose on arguments for principles of justice, and therefore on 
these principles themselves. Thus it seems reasonable and generally acceptable that no one 
should be advantaged or disadvantaged by natural fortune or social circumstances in the 
choice of principles. It also seems widely agreed that it should be impossible to tailor prin- 
ciples to the circumstances of one’s own case. We should insure further that particular in- 
clinations and aspirations, and persons’ conceptions of their good do not affect the princi- 
ples adopted. The aim is to rule out those principles that it would be rational to propose 
for acceptance, however little the chance of success, only if one knew certain things that are 
irrelevant from the standpoint of justice. For example, if a man knew that he was wealthy, 
he might find it rational to advance the principle that various taxes for welfare measures be 
counted unjust; if he knew that he was poor, he would most likeiy propose the contrary 
principle. To represent the desired restrictions one imagines a situation in which everyone 
is deprived of this sort of information. One excludes the knowledge of those contingencies 
which sets men at odds and allows them to be guided by their prejudices. In this manner 
the veil of ignorance is arrived at in a natural way. This concept should cause no difficulty 
if we keep in mind the constraints on arguments that it is meant to express. At any time 
we can enter the original position, so to speak, simply by following a certain procedure, 
namely, by arguing for principles of justice in accordance with these restrictions. 

It seems reasonable to suppose that the parties in the original position are equal. That 
is, all have the same rights in the procedure for choosing principles; each can make pro- 
posals, submit reasons for their acceptance, and so on. Obviously the purpose of these con- 
ditions is to represent equality between human beings as moral persons, as creatures hav- 
ing a conception of their good and capable of a sense of justice. The basis of equality is 
taken to be similarity in these two respects. Systems of ends are not ranked in value; and 
each man is presumed to have the requisite ability to understand and to act upon what- 
ever principles are adopted. Together with the veil of ignorance, these conditions define 
the principles of justice as those which rational persons concerned to advance their inter- 
ests would consent to as equals when none are known to be advantaged or disadvantaged 
by social and natural contingencies. 

There is, however, another side to justifying a particular description of the original po- 
sition. This is to see if the principles which would be chosen match our considered con- 
victions of justice or extend them in an acceptable way. We can note whether applying 
these principles would lead us to make the same judgments about the basic structure of 
society which we now make intuitively and in which we have the greatest confidence; or 
whether, in cases where our present judgments are in doubt and given with hesitation, 
these principles offer a resolution which we can affirm on reflection. There are questions 
which we feel sure must be answered in a certain way. For example, we are confident that 
religious intolerance and racial discrimination are unjust. We think that we have exam- 
ined these things with care and have reached what we believe is an impartial judgment 
not likely to be distorted by an excessive attention to our own interests. These convictions 
are provisional fixed points which we presume any conception of justice must fit. But we 
have much less assurance as to what is the correct distribution of wealth and authority. 
Here we may be looking for a way to remove our doubts. We can check an interpretation 
of the initial situation, then, by the capacity of its principles to accommodate our firmest 
convictions and to provide guidance where guidance is needed. 
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In searching for the most favored description of this situation we work from both ends. 
We begin by describing it so that it represents generally shared and preferably weak 
conditions. We then see if these conditions are strong enough to yield a significant set 
of principles. If not, we look for further premises equally reasonable. But if so, and these 
principles match our considered convictions of justice, then so far well and good. But pre- 
sumably there will be discrepancies. In this case we have a choice. We can either modify 
the account of the initial situation or we can revise our existing judgments, for even the 
judgments we take provisionally as fixed points are liable to revision. By going back and 
forth, sometimes altering the conditions of the contractual circumstances, at others with- 
drawing our judgments and conforming them to principle, I assume that eventually we 
shall find a description of the initial situation chat both expresses reasonable conditions 
and yields principles which match our considered judgments duly pruned and adjusted. 
This state of affairs I refer to as reflective equilibrium.‘ It is an equilibrium because at last 
our principles and judgments coincide; and it is reflective since we know to what princi- 
ples our judgments conform and the premises of their derivation. At the moment every- 
thing is in order. But this equilibrium is not necessarily stable. It is liable to be upset by 
further examination of the conditions which should be imposed on the contractual situa- 
tion and by particular cases which may lead us to revise our judgments. Yet for the time 
being we have done what we can to render coherent and to justify our convictions of so- 
cial justice. We have reached a conception of the original position. 

A final comment. We shall want to say that certain principles of justice are justified be- 
cause they would be agreed to in an initial situation of equality. I have emphasized that 
this original position is purely hypothetical. It is natural to ask why, if this agreement is 
never actually entered into, we should take any interest in these principles, moral or oth- 
erwise. The answer is that the conditions embodied in the description of the original po- 
sition are ones that we do in fact accept. Or, if we do not, then perhaps we can be per- 
suaded to do so by philosophical reflection. Each aspect of the contractual situation can be 
given supporting grounds. Thus what we shall do is to collect together into one concep- 
tion a number of conditions on principles that we are ready upon due consideration to rec- 
ognize as reasonable. These constraints express what we are prepared to regard as limits 
on fair terms of social cooperation. One way to look at the idea of the original position, 
therefore, is to see it as an expository device which sums up the meaning of these condi- 
tions and helps us to extract their consequences. On the other hand, this conception is also 
an intuitive notion that suggests its own elaboration, so that led on by it we are drawn to 
define more clearly the standpoint from which we can best interpret moral relationships. 
We need a conception that enables us to envision our objective from afar: the intuitive no- 
tion of the original position is to do this for us. j 


SOME REMARKS ABOUT MORAL THEORY 


It seems desirable at this point, in order to prevent misunderstanding, to discuss briefly 
the nature of moral theory. I shall do this by explaining in more detail the concept of a 
considered judgment in reflective equilibrium and the reasons for introducing it.° 

Let us assume that each person beyond a certain age and possessed of the requisite in- 
tellectual capacity develops a sense of justice under normal social circumstances. We ac- 
quire a skill in judging things to be just and unjust, and in supporting these judgments 
by reasons. Moreover, we ordinarily have some desire to act in accord with these pro- 
nouncements and expect a similar desire on the part of others. Clearly this moral capacity 
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is extraordinarily complex. To see this it suffices to note the potentially infinite number 
and variety of judgments that we are prepared to make. The fact that we often do not know 
what to say, and sometimes find our minds unsettled, does not detract from the complex- 
ity of the capacity we have. 

Now one may think of moral philosophy at first (and I stress the provisional nature of 
this view) as the attempt to describe our moral capacity; or, in the present case, one may 
regard a theory of justice as describing our sense of justice. This enterprise is very diffi- 
cult. For by such a description is not meant simply a list of the judgments on institutions 
and actions that we are prepared to render, accompanied with supporting reasons when 
these are offered. Rather, what is required is a formulation of a set of principles which, 
when conjoined to our beliefs and knowledge of the circumstances, would lead us to make 
these judgments with their supporting. reasons were we to apply these principles consci- 
entiously and intelligently. A conception of justice characterizes our moral sensibility 
when the everyday judgments we do make are in accordance with its principles. These 
principles can serve as part of the premises of an argument which arrives at the matching 
judgments. We do not understand our sense of justice until we know in some systematic 
way covering a wide range of cases what these principles are. Only a deceptive familiarity 
with our everyday judgments and our natural readiness to make them could conceal the 
fact that characterizing our moral capacities is an intricate task. The principles which de- 
scribe them must be presumed to have a complex structure, and the concepts involved will 
require serious study. 

A useful comparison here is with the problem of describing the sense of grammatical- 
ness that we have for the sentences of our native language.’ In this case the aim is to char- 
acterize the ability to recognize well-formed sentences by formulating clearly expressed 
principles which make the same discriminations as the native speaker. This is a difficult 
undertaking which, although still unfinished, is known to require theoretical construc- 
tions that far outrun the ad hoc precepts of our explicit grammatical knowledge. A simi- 
lar situation presumably holds in moral philosophy. There is no reason to assume that our 
sense of justice can be adequately characterized by familiar common sense precepts, or de- 
rived from the more obvious learning principles. A correct account of moral capacities will 
certainly involve principles and theoretical constructions which go much beyond the 
norms and standards cited in everyday life; it may eventually require fairly sophisticated 
mathematics as well. This is to be expected, since on the contract view the theory of jus- 
tice is part of the theory of rational choice. Thus the idea of the original position and of 
an agreement on principles there does not seem too complicated or unnecessary. Indeed, 
these notions are rather simple and can serve only as a beginning. 

So far, though, I have not said anything about considered judgments. Now, as already 
suggested, they enter as those judgments in which our moral capacities are most likely to 
be displayed without distortion. Thus in deciding which of our judgments to take into ac- 
count we may reasonably select some and exclude others. For example, we can discard 
those judgments made with hesitation, or in which we have little confidence. Similarly, 
those given when we are upset or frightened, or when we stand to gain one way or the 
other can be left aside. All these judgments are likely to be erroneous or to be influenced 
by an excessive attention to our own interests. Considered judgments are simply those ren- 
dered under conditions favorable to the exercise of the sense of justice, and therefore in cir- 
cumstances where the more common excuses and explanations for making a mistake do 
not obtain. The person making the judgment is presumed, then, to have the ability, the 
Opportunity, and the desire to reach a correct decision (or at least, not the desire not to). 
Moreover, the criteria that identify these judgments are not arbitrary. They are, in fact, 
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similar to those that single out considered judgments of any kind. And once we re- 
gard the sense of justice as a mental capacity, as involving the exercise of thought, the rele- 
vant judgments are those given under conditions favorable for deliberation and judgment in 
general. 

I now turn to the notion of reflective equilibrium. The need for this idea arises as fol- 
lows. According to the provisional aim of moral philosophy, one might say that justice 
as fairness is the hypothesis that the principles which would be chosen in the original 
position are identical with those that match our considered judgments and so these prin- 
ciples describe our sense of justice. But this interpretation is clearly oversimplified. In 
describing our sense of justice an allowance must be made for the likelihood that con- 
sidered judgments are no doubt subject to certain irregularities and distortions despite 
the fact that they are rendered under favorable circumstances. When a person is pre- 
sented with an intuitively appealing account of his sense of justice (one, say, which em- 
bodies various reasonable and natural presumptions), he may well revise his judgments 
to conform to its principles even though the theory does not fit his existing judgments 
exactly. He is especially likely to do this if he can find an explanation for the deviations 
which undermines his confidence in his original judgments and if the conception pre- 
sented yields a judgment which he finds he can now accept. From the standpoint of 
moral philosophy, the best account of a person’s sense of justice is not the one which fits 
his judgments prior to his examining any conception of justice, but rather the one which 
matches his judgments in reflective equilibrium. As we have seen, this state is one 
reached after a person has weighed various proposed conceptions and he has either re- 
vised his judgments to accord with one of them or held fast to his initial convictions 
(and the corresponding conception). 

The notion of reflective equilibrium introduces some complications that call for com- 
ment. For one thing, it is a notion characteristic of the study of principles which govern 
actions shaped by self-examination. Moral philosophy is Socratic: we may want to change 
our present considered judgments once their regulative principles are brought to light. 
And we may want to do this even though these principles are a perfect fit. A knowledge 
of these principles may suggest further reflections that lead us to revise our judgments. 
This feature is not peculiar though to moral philosophy, or to the study of other philo- 
sophical principles such as those of induction and scientific method. For example, while 
we may not expect a substantial revision of our sense of correct grammar in view of a lin- 
guistic theory the principles of which seem especially natural to us, such a change is not 
inconceivable, and no doubt our sense of grammaticalness may be affected to some degree 
anyway by this knowledge. But there is a contrast, say, with physics. To take an extreme 
case, if we have an accurate account of the motions of the heavenly bodies that we do not 
find appealing, we cannot alter these motions to conform to a more attractive theory. It is 
simply good fortune that the principles of celestial mechanics have their intellectual 
beauty. 

There are, however, several interpretations of reflective equilibrium. For the notion 
varies depending upon whether one is to be presented with only those descriptions which 
more or less match one’s existing judgments except for minor discrepancies, or whether 
one is to be presented with all possible descriptions to which one might plausibly conform 
one’s judgments together with all relevant philosophical arguments for them. In the first 
case we would be describing a person’s sense of justice pretty much as it is although al- 
lowing for the smoothing out of certain irregularities; in the second case a person's sense 
of justice may or may not undergo a radical shift. Clearly it is the second kind of re- 
flective equilibrium that one is concerned with in moral philosophy. To be sure, it is 
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doubtful whether one can ever reach this state. For even if the idea of all possible descrip- 
tions and of all philosophically relevant arguments is well-defined (which is questionable), 
we cannot examine each of them. The most we can do is to study the conceptions of jus- 
tice known to us through the tradition of moral philosophy and any further ones that occur 
to us, and then to consider these. This is pretty much what I shall do, since in presenting 
justice as fairness I shall compare its principles and arguments with a few other familiar 
views. In light of these remarks, justice as fairness can be understood as saying that the 
two principles previously mentioned would be chosen in the original position in prefer- 
ence to other traditional conceptions of justice, for example, those of utility and perfec- 
tion; and that these principles give a better match with our considered judgments on re- 
flection than these recognized alternatives. Thus justice as fairness moves us closer to the 
philosophical ideal; it does not, of course, achieve it. 

This explanation of reflective equilibrium suggests straightway a number of further 
questions. For example, does a reflective equilibrium (in the sense of the philosophical 
ideal) exist? If so, is it unique? Even if it is unique, can it be reached? Perhaps the judg- 
ments from which we begin, or the course of reflection itself (or both), affect the resting 
point, if any, that we eventually achieve. It would be useless, however, to speculate about 
these matters here. They are far beyond our reach. I shall not even ask whether the prin- 
ciples that characterize one person’s considered judgments are the same as those that char- 
acterize another's. I shall take for granted that these principles are either approximately 
the same for persons whose judgments are in reflective equilibrium, or if not, that their 
judgments divide along a few main lines represented by the family of traditional doctrines 
that I shall discuss. (Indeed, one person may find himself torn between opposing concep- 
tions at the same time.) If men’s conceptions of justice finally turn out to differ, the ways 
in which they do so is a matter of first importance. Of course we cannot know how these 
conceptions vary, or even whether they do, until we have a better account of their struc- 
ture. And this we now lack, even in the case of one man, or homogeneous group of men. 
Here too there is likely to be a similarity with linguistics: if we can describe one person’s 
sense of grammar we shall surely know many things about the general structure of lan- 
guage. Similarly, if we should be able to characterize one (educated) person’s sense of jus- 
tice, we would have a good beginning toward a theory of justice. We may suppose that 
everyone has in himself the whole form of a moral conception. So for the purposes of this 
book, the views of the reader and the author are the only ones that count. The opinions of 
others are used only to clear our own heads. 

I wish to stress that a theory of justice is precisely that, namely, a theory. It is a theory 
of the moral sentiments (to recall an eighteenth century title) setting out the principles 
governing our moral powers, or more specifically, our sense of justice. There is a definite 
if limited class of facts against which conjectured principles can be checked, namely, our 
considered judgments in reflective equilibrium. A theory of justice is subject to the same 
rules of method as other theories. Definitions and analyses of meaning do not have a spe- 
cial place: definition is but one device used in setting up the general structure of theory. 
Once the whole framework is worked out, definitions have no distinct status and stand or 
fall with the theory itself. In any case, it is obviously impossible to develop a substantive 
theory of justice founded solely on truths of logic and definition. The analysis of moral 
concepts and the a priori, however traditionally understood, is too slender a basis. Moral 
philosophy must be free to use contingent assumptions and general facts as it pleases. 
There is no other way to give an account of our considered judgments in reflective equi- 
librium. This is the conception of the subject of the classical writers at least down through 
Sidgwick. I see no reason to depart from it. = 
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TWO PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE 


I shall now state in a provisional form the two principles of justice that I believe would be 
chosen in the original position. In this section I wish to make only the most general com- 
ments, and therefore the first formulation of these principles is tentative. As we go on I 
shall run through several formulations and approximate step by step the final statement 
to be given much later. I believe that doing this allows the exposition to proceed in a natu- 
ral way. 

The first statement of the two principles reads as follows. 


First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible 
with a similar liberty for others. 

Second: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) rea- 
sonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage, and (b) attached to positions and offices open 
to all. There are two ambiguous phrases in the second principle, namely “everyone’s advan- 
tage” and “equally open to all.” .. . 


By way of general comment, these principles primarily apply, as I have said, to the basic 
structure of society. They are to govern the assignment of rights and duties and to regu- 
late the distribution of social and economic advantages. As their formulation suggests, 
these principles presuppose that the social structure can be divided into two more or less 
distinct parts, the first principle applying to the one, the second to the other. They dis- 
tinguish between those aspects of the social system that define and secure the equal liber- 
ties of citizenship and those that specify and establish social and economic inequalities. 
The basic liberties of citizens are, roughly speaking, political liberty (the right to vote and 
to be eligible for public office) together with freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of 
conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person along with the right to hold 
(personal) property; and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure as defined by the con- 
cept of the rule of law. These liberties are all required to be equal by the first principle, 
since citizens of a just society are to have the same basic rights. 

The second principle applies, in the first approximation, to the distribution of income 
and wealth and to the design of organizations that make use of differences in authority and 
responsibility, or chains of command. While the distribution of wealth and income need 
not be equal, it must be to everyone’s advantage, and at the same time, positions of au- 
thority and offices of command must be accessible to all. One applies the second principle 
by holding positions open, and then, subject to this constraint, arranges social and eco- 
nomic inequalities so that everyone benefits. 

These principles are to be arranged in a serial order with the first principle prior to the 
second. This ordering means that a departure from the institutions of equal liberty re- 
quired by the first principle cannot be justified by, or compensated for, by greater social 
and economic advantages. The distribution of wealth and income, and the hierarchies of 
authority, must be consistent with both the liberties of equal citizenship and equality of 
opportunity. 

It is clear that these principles are rather specific in their content, and their acceptance 
rests on certain assumptions that I must eventually try to explain and justify. A theory of 
justice depends upon a theory of society in ways that will become evident as we proceed. 
For the present, it should be observed that the two principles (and this holds for all for- 
mulations) are a special case of a more general conception of justice that can be expressed 
as follows. 
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All social values—liberty and opportunity, income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect — 
are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any, or all, of these values is 
to everyone’s advantage. 


Injustice, then, is simply inequalities that are not to the benefit of all. Of course, this con- 
ception is extremely vague and requires interpretation. 

As a first step, suppose chat the basic structure of society distributes certain primary 
goods, that is, things that every rational man is presumed to want. These goods normally 
have a use whatever a person’s rational plan of life. For simplicity, assume that the chief 
primary goods at the disposition of society are rights and liberties, powers and opportu- 
nities, income and wealth. These are the social primary goods. Other primary goods such 
as health and vigor, intelligence and imagination, are natural goods; although their pos- 
session is influenced by the basic structure, they are not so directly under its control. Imag- 
ine, then, a hypothetical initial arrangement in which all the social primary goods are 
equally distributed: everyone has similar rights and duties, and income and wealth are 
evenly shared. This state of affairs provides a benchmark for judging improvements. If cer- 
tain inequalities of wealth and organizational powers would make everyone better off than 
in this hypothetical starting situation, then they accord with the general conception. 

Now it is possible, at least theoretically, that by giving up some of their fundamental 
liberties men are sufficiently compensated by the resulting social and economic gains. The 
general conception of justice imposes no restrictions on what sort of inequalities are per- 
missible; it only requires that everyone’s position be improved. We need not suppose any- 
thing so drastic as consenting to a condition of slavery. Imagine instead that men forego 
certain political rights when the economic returns are significant and their capacity to in- 
fluence the course of policy by the exercise of these rights would be marginal in any case. 
It is this kind of exchange which the two principles as stated rule out; being arranged in 
serial order they do not permit exchanges between basic liberties and economic and social 
gains. The serial ordering of principles expresses an underlying preference among primary 
social goods. When this preference is rational so likewise is the choice of these principles 
in this order. 

In developing justice as fairness I shall, for the most part, leave aside the general con- 
ception of justice and examine instead the special case of the two principles in serial order. 
The advantage of this procedure is that from the first the matter of priorities is recognized 
and an effort made to find principles to deal with it. One is led to attend throughout to 
the conditions under which the acknowledgment of the absolute weight of liberty with 
respect to social and economic advantages, as defined by the lexical order of the two prin- 
ciples, would be reasonable. Offhand, this ranking appears extreme and too special a case 
to be of much interest; but there is more justification for it than would appear at first sight. 
Or at any rate, so I maintain. Furthermore, the distinction between fundamental rights 
and liberties and economic and social benefits marks a difference among primary social 
goods that one should try to exploit. It suggests an important division in the social sys- 
tem. Of course, the distinctions drawn and the ordering proposed are bound to be at best 
only approximations. There are surely circumstances in which they fail. But it is essential 
to depict clearly the main lines of a reasonable conception of justice; and under many con- 
ditions anyway, the two principles in serial order may serve well enough. When necessary 

© we can fall back on the more general conception. 

: The fact that the two principles apply to institutions has certain consequences. Several 
| points illustrate this. First of all, the rights and liberties referred to by these principles are 
© those which are defined by the public rules of the basic structure. Whether men are free 
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is determined by the rights and duties established by the major institutions of society. Lib- 
erty is a certain pattern of social forms. The first principle simply requires that certain sorts 
of rules, those defining basic liberties, apply to everyone equally and that they allow the 
most extensive liberty compatible with a like liberty for all. The only reason for circum- 
scribing the rights defining liberty and making men’s freedom less extensive than it might 
otherwise be is that these equal rights as institutionally defined would interfere with one 
another. 

Another thing to bear in mind is that when principles mention persons, or require that 
everyone gain from an inequality, the reference is to representative persons holding the 
various social positions, or offices, or whatever, established by the basic structure. Thus in 
applying the second principle I assume that it is possible to assign an expectation of well- 
being to representative individuals holding these positions. This expectation indicates 
their life prospects as viewed from their social station. In general, the expectations of rep- 
resentative persons depend upon the distribution of rights and duties throughout the basic 
structure. When this changes, expectations change. I assume, then, that expectations are 
connected: by raising the prospects of the representative man in one position we presum- 
ably increase or decrease the prospects of representative men in other positions. Since it 
applies to institutional forms, the second principle (or rather the first part of it) refers to 
the expectations of representative individuals. As I shall discuss below, neither principle 
applies to distributions of particular goods to particular individuals who may be identi- 
fied by their proper names. The situation where someone is considering how to allocate 
certain commodities to needy persons who are known to him is not within the scope of 
the principles. They are meant to regulate basic institutional arrangements. We must not 
assume that there is much similarity from the standpoint of justice between an adminis- 
trative allotment of goods to specific persons and the appropriate design of society. Our 
common sense intuitions for the former may be a poor guide to the latter. 

Now the second principle insists that each person benefit from permissible inequalities 
in the basic structure. This means that it must be reasonable for each relevant representa- 
tive man defined by this structure, when he views it as a going concern, to prefer his 
prospects with the inequality to his prospects without it. One is not allowed to justify dif- 
ferences in income or organizational powers on the ground that the disadvantages of those 
in one position are outweighed by the greater advantages of those in another. Much less can 
infringements of liberty be counterbalanced in this way. Applied to the basic structure, the 
principle of utility would have us maximize the sum of expectations of representative men 
(weighted by the number of persons they represent, on the classical view); and this would 
permit us to compensate for the losses of some by the gains of others. Instead, the two prin- 
ciples require that everyone benefit from economic and social inequalities. 


PRINCIPLES FOR INDIVIDUALS: 
THE PRINCIPLE OF FAIRNESS 


In the discussion so far I have considered the principles which apply to institutions or, 
more exactly, to the basic structure of society. It is clear, however, that principles of an- 
other kind must also be chosen, since a complete theory of right includes principles for in- 
dividuals as well. . . 

Now the order in which principles are chosen raises a number of questions which I shall 
skip over. The important thing is that the various principles are to be adopted in a defi- 


A THEORY OF JUSTICE 633 


nite sequence and the reasons for this ordering are connected with the more difficult parts 
of the theory of justice. To illustrate: while it would be possible to choose many of the 
natural duties before those for the basic structure without changing the principles in any 
substantial way, the sequence in either case reflects the fact that obligations presuppose 
principles for social forms. And some natural duties also presuppose such principles, for 
example, the duty to support just institutions. For this reason it seems simpler to adopt 
all principles for individuals after those for the basic structure. That principles for insti- 
tutions are chosen first shows the social nature of the virtue of justice, its intimate con- 
nection with social practices so often noted by idealists. When Bradley says that the indi- 
vidual is a bare abstraction, he can be interpreted to say, without too much distortion, that 
a person’s obligations and duties presuppose a moral conception of institutions and there- 
fore that the content of just institutions must be defined before the requirements for in- 
dividuals can be set out.” And this is to say that, in most cases, the principles for obliga- 
tions and duties should be settled upon after those for the basic structure. 

Therefore, to establish a complete conception of right, the parties in the original posi- 
tion are to choose in a definite order not only a conception of justice but also principles to 
go with each major concept falling under the concept of right. These concepts are I as- 
sume relatively few in number and have a determinate relation to each other. Thus, in ad- 
dition to principles for institutions there must be an agreement on principles for such no- 
tions as fairness and fidelity, mutual respect and beneficence as these apply to individuals, 
as well as on principles for the conduct of states. The intuitive idea is this: the concept of 
something’s being right is the same as, or better, may be replaced by, the concept of its 
being in accordance with the principles that in the original position would be acknowl- 
edged to apply to things of its kind. I do not interpret this concept of right as providing 
an analysis of the meaning of the term “right” as normally used in moral contexts. It is 
not meant as an analysis of the concept of right in the traditional sense. Rather, the broader 
notion of rightness as fairness is to be understood as a replacement for existing concep- 
tions. There is no necessity to say that sameness of meaning holds between the word 
“right” (and its relatives) in its ordinary use and the more elaborate locutions needed to 
express this ideal contractarian concept of right. For our purposes here I accept the view 
that a sound analysis is best understood as providing a satisfactory substitute, one that 
meets certain desiderata while avoiding certain obscurities and confusions. In other words, 
explication is elimination: we start with a concept the expression for which is somehow 
troublesome; but it serves certain ends that cannot be given up. An explication achieves 
these ends in other ways that are relatively free of difficulty.” Thus if the theory of justice 
as fairness, or more generally of rightness as fairness, fits our considered judgments in re- 
flective equilibrium, and if it enables us to say all that on due examination we want to say, 
then it provides a way of eliminating customary phrases in favor of other expressions. So 
understood one may think of justice as fairness and rightness as fairness as providing a defi- 
nition or explication of the concepts of justice and right. 


THE REASONING LEADING TO THE 
TWO PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE 


. It seems clear that the two principles are at least a plausible conception of justice. 
The question, though, is how one is to argue for them more systematically. Now there are 
several things to do. One can work out their consequences for institutions and note their 
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implications for fundamental social policy. In this way they are tested by a comparison 
with our considered judgments of justice. Part II is devoted to this. But one can also try 
to find arguments in their favor that are decisive from the standpoint of the original po- 
sition. In order to see how this might be done, it is useful as a heuristic device to think of 
the two principles as the maximin solution to the problem of social justice. There is an 
analogy between the two principles and the maximin rule for choice under uncertainty." 
This is evident from the fact that the two principles are those a person would choose for 
the design of a society in which his enemy is to assign him his place. The maximin rule 
tells us to rank alternatives by their worst possible outcomes: we are to adopt the alterna- 
tive the worst outcome of which is superior to the worst outcomes of the others. The per- 
sons in the original position do not, of course, assume that their initial place in society is 
decided by a malevolent opponent. As I note below, they should not reason from false 
premises. The veil of ignorance does not violate this idea, since an absence of information 
is not misinformation. But that the two principles of justice would be chosen if the par- 
ties were forced to protect themselves against such a contingency explains the sense in 
which this conception is the maximin solution. And this analogy suggests that if the origi- 
nal position has been described so that it is rational for the parties to adopt the conserva- 
tive attitude expressed by this rule, a conclusive argument can indeed be constructed for 
these principles. Clearly the maximin rule is not, in general, a suitable guide for choices 
under uncertainty. But it is attractive in situations marked by certain special features. My 
aim, then, is to show that a good case can be made for the two principles based on the fact 
that the original position manifests these features to the fullest possible degree, carrying 
them to the limit, so to speak. . . 

Now there appear to be three chief features of situations that give plausibility to this un- 
usual rule.” First, since the rule takes no account of the likelihoods of the possible circum- 
stances, there must be some reason for sharply discounting estimates of these probabilities. 
Offhand, the most natural rule of choice would seem to be to compute the expectation of 
monetary gain for each decision and then to adopt the course of action with the highest 
prospect. (This expectation is defined as follows: Let g; represent the numbers in the gain- 
and-loss table, where i is the row index and j is the column index; and let p,, j = 1, 2, 3, be 
the likelihoods of the circumstances, with dip, = 1. Then the expectation for the ith decision 
is equal to È p,g,.) Thus it must be, for example, that the situation is one in which a knowl- 
edge of likelihoods is impossible, or at best extremely insecure. In this case it is unreason- 
able not to be skeptical of probabilistic calculations unless there is no other way out, par- 
ticularly if the decision is a fundamental one that needs to be justified to others. 

The second feature that suggests the maximin rule is the following: the person choos- 
ing has a conception of the good such that he cares very little, if anything, for what he 
might gain above the minimum stipend that he can, in fact, be sure of by following the 
maximin rule. It is not worthwhile for him to take a chance for the sake of a further ad- 
vantage, especially when it may turn out that he loses much that is important to him. This 
last provision brings in the third feature, namely, that the rejected alternatives have out- 
comes that one can hardly accept. The situation involves grave risks. Of course these fea- 
tures work most effectively in combination. The paradigm situation for following the 
maximin rule is when all three features are realized to the highest degree. This rule does 
not, then, generally apply, nor of course is it self-evident. Rather, it is a maxim, a rule of 
thumb, that comes into its own in special circumstances. Its application depends upon the 
qualitative structure of the possible gains and losses in relation to one’s conception of the 
good, all this against a background in which it is reasonable to discount conjectural esti- 
mates of likelihoods. 
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Now, as I have suggested, the original position has been defined so that it is a situation 
in which the maximin rule applies. In order to see this, let us review briefly the nature of 
this situation with these three special features in mind. To begin with, the veil of igno- 
rance excludes all but the vaguest knowledge of likelihoods. The parties have no basis for 
determining the probable nature of their society, or their place in it. Thus they have strong 
reasons for being wary of probability calculations if any other course is open to them. They 
must also take in account the fact that their choice of principles should seem reasonable 
to others, in particular their descendants, whose rights will be deeply affected by it. There 
are further grounds for discounting that I shall mention as we go along. For the present 
it suffices to note that these considerations are strengthened by the fact that the parties 
know very little about the gain-and-loss table. Not only are they unable to conjecture the 
likelihoods of the various possible circumstances, they cannot say much about what the 
possible circumstances are, much less enumerate them and foresee the outcome of each al- 
ternative available. Those deciding are much more in the dark than the illustration by a 
numerical table suggests. It is for this reason that I have spoken of an analogy with the 
maximin rule. 

Several kinds of arguments for the two principles of justice illustrate the second fea- 
ture. Thus, if we can maintain that these principles provide a workable theory of social 
justice, and that they are compatible with reasonable demands of efficiency, then this con- 
ception guarantees a satisfactory minimum. There may be, on reflection, little reason for 
trying to do better. Thus much of the argument, especially in Part Two, is to show, by 
their application to the main questions of social justice, that the two principles are a sat- 
isfactory conception. These details have a philosophical purpose. Moreover, this line of 
thought is practically decisive if we can establish the priority of liberty, the lexical order- 
ing of the two principles. For this priority implies that the persons in the original posi- 
tion have no desire to try for greater gains at the expense of the equal liberties. The mini- 
mum assured by the two principles in lexical order is not one that the parties wish to 
jeopardize for the sake of greater economic and social advantages. 

Finally, the third feature holds if we can assume that other conceptions of justice may 
lead to institutions that the parties would find intolerable. For example, it has sometimes 
been held that under some conditions the utility principle (in either form) justifies, if not 
slavery or serfdom, at any rate serious infractions of liberty for the sake of greater social 
benefits. We need not consider here the truth of this claim, or the likelihood that the req- 
uisite conditions obtain. For the moment, this contention is only to illustrate the way in 
which conceptions of justice may allow for outcomes which the parties may not be able to 
accept. And having the ready alternative of the two principles of justice which secure a 
satisfactory minimum, it seems unwise, if not irrational, for them to take a chance that 
these outcomes are not realized. . . 


THE KANTIAN INTERPRETATION 
OF JUSTICE AS FAIRNESS 


For the most part I have considered the content of the principle of equal liberty and the 
meaning of the priority of the rights that it defines. It seems appropriate at this point 
to note that there is a Kantian interpretation of the conception of justice from which this 
principle derives. This interpretation is based upon Kant’s notion of autonomy. It is 
a mistake, I believe, to emphasize the place of generality and universality in Kant’s 
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ethics. That moral principles are general and universal is hardly new with him; and as 
we have seen these conditions do not in any case take us very far. It is impossible to con- 
struct a moral theory on so slender a basis, and therefore to limit the discussion of Kant’s 
doctrine to these notions is to reduce it to triviality. The real force of his view lies 
elsewhere.” 

For one thing, he begins with the idea that moral principles are the object of rational 
choice. They define the moral law that men can rationally will to govern their conduct in 
an ethical commonwealth. Moral philosophy becomes the study of the conception and out- 
come of a suitably defined rational decision. This idea has immediate consequences. For 
once we think of moral principles as legislation for a kingdom of ends, it is clear that these 
principles must not only be acceptable to all but public as well. Finally Kant supposes that 
this moral legislation is to be agreed to under conditions that characterize men as free and 
equal rational beings. The description of the original position is an attempt to interpret 
this conception. I do not wish to argue here for this interpretation on the basis of Kant’s 
text. Certainly some will want to read him differently. Perhaps the remarks to follow are 
best taken as suggestions for relating justice as fairness to the high point of the contrac- 
tarian tradition in Kant and Rousseau. 

Kant held, I believe, that a person is acting autonomously when the principles of his 
action are chosen by him as the most adequate possible expression of his nature as a free 
and equal rational being. The principles he acts upon are not adopted because of his so- 
cial position or natural endowments, or in view of the particular kind of society in 
which he lives or the specific things that he happens to want. To act on such principles 
is to act heteronomously. Now the veil of ignorance deprives the persons in the origi- 
nal position of the knowledge that would enable them to choose heteronomous princi- 
ples. The parties arrive at their choice together as free and equal rational persons know- 
ing only that those circumstances obtain which give rise to the need for principles of 
justice. 

To be sure, the argument for these principles does add in various ways to Kant’s con- 
ception. For example, it adds the feature that the principles chosen are to apply to the 
basic structure of society; and premises characterizing this structure are used in deriving 
the principles of justice. But I believe that this and other additions are natural enough 
and remain fairly close to Kant’s doctrine, at least when all of his ethical writings are 
viewed together. Assuming, then, that the reasoning in favor of the principles of justice 
is correct, we can say that when persons act on these principles they are acting in accor- 
dance with principles that they would choose as rational and independent persons in an 
original position of equality. The principles of their actions do not depend upon social 
or natural contingencies, nor do they reflect the bias of the particulars of their plan of 
life or the aspirations that motivate them. By acting from these principles persons ex- 
press their nature as free and equal rational beings subject to the general conditions of 
human life. For to express one’s nature as a being of a particular kind is to act on the 
principles that would be chosen if this nature were the decisive determining element. Of 
course, the choice of the parties in the original position is subject to the restrictions of 
that situation. But when we knowingly act on the principles of justice in the ordinary 
course of events, we deliberately assume the limitations of the original position. One rea- 
son for doing this, for persons who can do so and want to, is to express their nature as 
free and equal rational beings. 

The principles of justice are also categorical imperatives in Kant’s sense. For by a cate- 
gorical imperative Kant understands a principle of conduct that applies to a person in 
virtue of his nature as a free and equal rational being. The validity of the principle does 
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not presuppose that one has a particular desire or aim. Whereas a hypothetical imperative 
by contrast does assume this: it directs us to take certain steps as effective means to achieve 
a specific end. Whether the desire is for a particular thing, or whether it is for something 
more general, such as certain kinds of agreeable feelings or pleasures, the corresponding 
imperative is hypothetical. Its applicability depends upon one’s having an aim which one 
need not have as a condition of being a rational human individual. The argument for the 
two principles of justice does not assume that the parties have particular ends, but only 
that they desire certain primary goods. These are things that it is rational to want what- 
ever else one wants. Thus given human nature, wanting them is part of being rational; and 
while each is presumed to have some conception of the good, nothing is known about his 
final ends. The preference for primary goods is derived, then, from only the most general 
assumptions about rationality and the conditions of human life. To act from the principles 
of justice is to act from categorical imperatives in the sense that they apply to us whatever 
in particular our aims are. This simply reflects the fact that no such contingencies appear 
as premises in their derivation. | 

We may note also that the motivational assumption of mutual disinterest accords with 
Kant’s notion of autonomy, and gives another reason for this condition. So far this as- 
sumption has been used to characterize the circumstances of justice and to provide a clear 
concept to guide the deliberation of the parties. We have also seen that the concept of 
benevolence, being a second-order notion, would not work out well. Now we can add that 
the assumption of mutual disinterest is to allow for freedom in the choice of a system of 
final ends.’ Liberty in adopting a conception of the good is limited only by principles that 
are deduced from a doctrine which imposes no prior constraints on these conceptions. Pre- 
suming mutual disinterest in the original position carries out this idea. We postulate that 
the parties have opposing claims in a suitably general sense. If their ends were restricted 
in some specific way, this would appear at the outset as an arbitrary restriction on freedom. 
Moreover, if the parties were conceived as altruists, or as pursuing certain kinds of plea- 
sures, then the principles chosen would apply, as far as the argument would have shown, 
only to persons whose freedom was restricted to choices compatible with altruism or he- 
donism. As the argument now runs, the principles of justice cover all persons with ratio- 
nal plans of life, whatever their content, and these principles represent the appropriate re- 
strictions on freedom. Thus it is possible to say that the constraints on conceptions of the 
good are the result of an interpretation of the contractual situation that puts no prior limi- 
tations on what men may desire. There are a variety of reasons, then, for the motivational 
premise of mutual disinterest. This premise is not only a matter of realism about the cir- 
cumstances of justice or a way to make the theory manageable. It also connects up with 
the Kantian idea of autonomy. 

There is, however, a difficulty that should be clarified. It is well expressed by Sidg- 
wick.” He remarks that nothing in Kant’s ethics is more striking than the idea that a man 
realizes his true self when he acts from the moral law, whereas if he permits his actions to 
be determined by sensuous desires or contingent aims, he becomes subject to the law of 
nature. Yet in Sidgwick’s opinion this idea comes to naught. It seems to him that on Kant’s 
view the lives of the saint and the scoundrel are equally the outcome of a free choice (on 
the part of the noumenal self) and equally the subject of causal laws (as a phenomenal self). 
Kant never explains why the scoundrel does not express in a bad life his characteristic and 
freely chosen selfhood in the same way that a saint expresses his characteristic and freely 
chosen selfhood in a good one. Sidgwick’s objection is decisive, I think, as long as one as- 
sumes, as Kant’s exposition may seem to allow, both that the noumenal self can choose any 
consistent set of principles and that acting from such principles, whatever they are, is 
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sufficient to express one’s choice as that of a free and equal rational being. Kant’s reply 
must be that though acting on any consistent set of principles could be the outcome of a 
decision on the part of the noumenal self, not all such action by the phenomenal self ex- 
presses this decision as that of a free and equal rational being. Thus if a person realizes his 
true self by expressing it in his actions, and if he desires above all else to realize this self, 
then he will choose to act from principles that manifest his nature as a free and equal ra- 
tional being. The missing part of the argument concerns the concept of expression. Kant 
did not show that acting from the moral law expresses our nature in identifiable ways that 
acting from contrary principles does not. 

This defect is made good, I believe, by the conception of the original position. The es- 
sential point is that we need an argument showing which principles, if any, free and equal 
rational persons would choose and these principles must be applicable in practice. A defi- 
nite answer to this question is required to meet Sidgwick’s objection. My suggestion is 
that we think of the original position as the point of view from which noumenal selves see 
the world. The parties qua noumenal selves have complete freedom to choose whatever 
principles they wish; but they also have a desire to express their nature as rational and 
equal members of the intelligible realm with precisely this liberty to choose, that is, as be- 
ings who can look at the world in this way and express this perspective in their life as 
members of society. They must decide, then, which principles when consciously followed 
and acted upon in everyday life will best manifest this freedom in their community, most 
fully reveal their independence from natural contingencies and social accident. Now if the 
argument of the contract doctrine is correct, these principles are indeed those defining 
the moral law, or more exactly, the principles of justice for institutions and individuals. 
The description of the original position interprets the point of view of noumenal selves, 
of what it means to be a free and equal rational being. Our nature as such beings is dis- 
played when we act from the principles we would choose when this nature is reflected in 
the conditions determining the choice. Thus men exhibit their freedom, their indepen- 
dence from the contingencies of nature and society, by acting in ways they would ac- 
knowledge in the original position. 

Properly understood, then, the desire to act justly derives in part from the desire to ex- 
press most fully what we are or can be, namely free and equal rational beings with a lib- 
erty to choose. It is for this reason, I believe, that Kant speaks of the failure to act on the 
moral law as giving rise to shame and not to feelings of guilt. And this is appropriate, 
since for him acting unjustly is acting in a manner that fails to express our nature as a free 
and equal rational being. Such actions therefore strike at our self-respect, our sense of our 
own worth, and the experience of this loss is shame. We have acted as though we belonged 
to a lower order, as though we were a creature whose first principles are decided by natu- 
ral contingencies. Those who think of Kant’s moral doctrine as one of law and guilt badly 
misunderstand him. Kant’s main aim is to deepen and to justify Rousseau’s idea that lib- 
erty is acting in accordance with a law that we give to ourselves. And this leads not to a 
morality of austere command but to an ethic of mutual respect and self-esteem.’* 

The original position may be viewed, then, as a procedural interpretation of Kant’s con- 
ception of autonomy and the categorical imperative. The principles regulative of the king- 
dom of ends are those that would be chosen in this position, and the description of this 
situation enables us to explain the sense in which acting from these principles expresses 
our nature as free and equal rational persons. No longer are these notions purely tran- 
scendent and lacking explicable connections with human conduct, for the procedural con- 
ception of the original position allows us to make these ties. It is true that I have departed 
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from Kant’s views in several respects. I shall not discuss these matters here; but two points 
should be noted. The person’s choice as a noumenal self I have assumed to be a collec- 
tive one. The force of the self’s being equal is that the principles chosen must be accept- 
able to other selves. Since all are similarly free and rational, each must have an equal say 
in adopting the public principles of the ethical commonwealth. This means that as noume- 
nal selves, everyone is to consent to these principles. Unless the scoundrel’s principles 
would be chosen, they cannot express this free choice, however much a single self might 
be of a mind to opt for them. Later I shall try to define a clear sense in which this unani- 
mous agreement is best expressive of the nature of even a single self. It in no way over- 
rides a person’s interests as the collective nature of the choice might seem to imply. But I 
leave this aside for the present. 

Secondly, I have assumed all along that the parties know that they are subject to the 
conditions of human life. Being in the circumstances of justice, they are situated in the 
world with other men who likewise face limitations of moderate scarcity and competing 
claims. Human freedom is to be regulated by principles chosen in the light of these natu- 
ral restrictions. Thus justice as fairness is a theory of human justice and among its premises 
are the elementary facts about persons and their place in nature. The freedom of pure in- 
telligences not subject to these constraints, and the freedom of God, is outside the scope 
of the theory. It might appear that Kant meant his doctrine to apply to all rational beings 
as such and therefore to God and the angels as well. Men’s social situation in the world 
may seem to have no role in his theory in determining the first principles of justice. I do 
not believe that Kant held this view, but I cannot discuss this question here. It suffices to 
say that if I am mistaken, the Kantian interpretation of justice as fairness is less faithful 
to Kant’s intentions than I am presently inclined to suppose. 


Notes 


1. As the text suggests, I shall regard Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, Rousseau’s The Social 
Contract, and Kant’s ethical works beginning with The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals 
as definitive of the contract tradition. For all of its greatness, Hobbes’s Leviathan raises special 
problems. A general historical survey is provided by J. W. Gough, The Social Contract, 2nd ed. 
(Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1957), and Otto Gierke, Natural Law and the Theory of Society, 
trans. with an introduction by Ernest Barker (Cambridge, The University Press, 1934). A pre- 
sentation of the contract view as primarily an ethical theory is to be found in G. R. Grice, The 
Grounds of Moral Judgment (Cambridge, The University Press, 1967). 

2. Kant is clear that the original agreement is hypothetical. See The Metaphysics of Morals, pt. I 
(Rechtslehre), especially §§47, 52; and pt. II of the essay “Concerning the Common Saying: This 
May Be True in Theory but It Does Not Apply in Practice,” in Kant’s Political Writings, ed. 
Hans Reiss and trans. by H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge, The University Press, 1970), pp. 73-87. 
See Georges Vlachos, La Pensée politique de Kant (Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 1962), 
pp. 326-335; and J. G. Murphy, Kant: The Philosophy of Right (London, Macmillan, 1970), 
pp. 109-112, 133-136, for a further discussion. 

3. For the formulation of this intuitive idea I am indebted to Allan Gibbard. 

4. The process of mutual adjustment of principles and considered judgments is not peculiar to 
moral philosophy. See Nelson Goodman, Fact, Fiction, and Forecast (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard 
University Press, 1955), pp. 65—68, for parallel remarks concerning the justification of the 
principles of deductive and inductive inference. 

5. Henri Poincaré remarks: “Il nous faut une faculté qui nous fasse voir le but de loin, et, cette 
faculté, cest l'intuition.” La Valeur de la science (Paris, Flammarion, 1909), p. 27. 
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. In this section I follow the general point of view of “Outline of a Procedure for Ethics,” Philo- 


sophical Review, vol. 60 (1951). The comparison with linguistics is of course new. 


. See Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass., The M.I.T. Press, 1965), 


pp. 3-9. 


. I believe that this view goes back in its essentials to Aristotle’s procedure in the Nicomachean 


Ethics. See W. F. R. Hardie, Aristotle’s Ethical Theory, ch. Ill, esp. pp. 37-45. And Sidgwick 
thought of the history of moral philosophy as a series of attempts to state “in full breadth 
and clearness those primary intuitions of Reason, by the scientific application of which the 
common moral thought of mankind may be at once systematized and corrected.” The Meth- 
ods of Ethics, pp. 373£. He takes for granted that philosophical reflection will lead to revisions 
in our considered judgments, and although there are elements of epistemological intuition- 
ism in his doctrine, these are not given much weight when unsupported by systematic con- 
siderations. For an account of Sidgwick’s methodology, see J. B. Schneewind, “First Princi- 
ples and Common Sense Morality in Sidgwick’s Ethics,” Archiv fir Geschichte der Philosophie, 
Bd. 45 (1963). 

See F. H. Bradley, Ethical Studies, 2nd ed. (Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1927), pp. 163-189. 


. See W. V. Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, Mass., M.I.T. Press, 1960), pp. 257—262, whom 


I follow here. 

An accessible discussion of this and other rules of choice under uncertainty can be found in 
W. J. Baumol, Economic Theory and Operations Analysis, 2nd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., Pren- 
tice-Hall Inc., 1965), ch. 24. Baumol gives a geometric interpretation of these rules, includ- 
ing the diagram used in §13 to illustrate the difference principle. See pp. 558—562. See also R. 
D. Luce and Howard Raiffa, Games and Decisions (New York, John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1957), 
ch. XIII, for a fuller account. 

Here I borrow from William Fellner, Probability and Profit (Homewood, Ill., R. D. Irwin, Inc., 
1965), pp. 140-142, where these features are noted. 

To be avoided at all costs is the idea that Kant’s doctrine simply provides the general, or for- 
mal, elements for a utilitarian (or indeed for any other) theory. See, for example, R. M. Hare, 
Freedom and Reason (Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1963), pp. 123f. One must not lose sight of 
the full scope of his view, one must take the later works into consideration. Unfortunately, chere 
is no commentary on Kant’s moral theory as a whole; perhaps it would prove impossible to 
write. But the standard works of H. J. Paton, The Categorical Imperative (Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1948), and L. W. Beck, A Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason 
(Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1960), and others need to be further complemented by 
studies of the other writings. See here M. J. Gregor’s Laws of Freedom (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 
1963), an account of The Metaphysics of Morals, and J. G. Murphy’s brief Kant: The Philosophy of 
Right (London, Macmillan, 1970). Beyond this, The Critique of Judgment, Religion within the Lim- 
its of Reason, and the political writings cannot be neglected without distorting his doctrine. For 
the last, see Kant’s Political Writings, ed. Hans Reiss and trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge, The 
University Press, 1970). 

For this point I am indebted to Charles Fried. 

See The Methods of Ethics, 7th ed. (London, Macmillan, 1907), Appendix, “The Kantian Con- 
ception of Free Will” (reprinted from Mind, vol. 13, 1888), pp. 511—516, esp. p. 516. 

See B. A. O. Williams, “The Idea of Equality,” in Philosophy, Politics and Society, Second Se- 
ries, ed. Peter Laslett and W. G. Runciman (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1962), pp. 115f. For 
confirmation of this interpretation, see Kant’s remarks on moral education in The Critique 
of Practical Reason, pt. II. See also Beck, Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, 
pp. 233-236. 
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* 33. DAVID GAUTHIER 


David Gauthier (1932- ) is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Pittsburgh. He argues 
that morality is to be identified with the constraints rational persons would agree upon when 
choosing the terms of their interactions. 


Why Contractarianism? 


As the will to truth thus gains self-consciousness—there can be no doubt of that—morality 
will gradually perish now: this is the great spectacle in a hundred acts reserved for the next 
two centuries in Europe—the most terrible, most questionable, and perhaps also the most 
hopeful of all spectacles. 


—WNietzsche! 


Morality faces a foundational crisis. Contractarianism offers the only plausible resolution 
of this crisis. These two propositions state my theme. What follows is elaboration. 

Nietzsche may have been the first, but he has not been alone, in recognizing the crisis 
to which I refer. Consider these recent statements. “The hypothesis which I wish to ad- 
vance is that in the actual world which we inhabit the language of morality isin . . . {a} 
state of grave disorder . . . we have—very largely, if not entirely—lost our comprehen- 
sion, both theoretical and practical, of morality” (Alasdair MacIntyre).? “The resources of 
most modern moral philosophy are not well adjusted to the modern world” (Bernard 
Williams).* “There are no objective values. . . . [But] the main tradition of European 
moral philosophy includes the contrary claim” (J. L. Mackie).* “Moral hypotheses do not 
help explain why people observe what they observe. So ethics is problematic and nihilism 
must be taken seriously. . . . An extreme version of nihilism holds that morality is sim- 
ply an illusion. . . . In this version, we should abandon morality, just as an atheist aban- 
dons religion after he has decided that religious facts cannot help explain observations” 
(Gilbert Harman).° 


From Peter Vallentyne (ed.), Contractarianism and Rational Choice, pp. 15—30. Reprinted with the permission of Cam- 
bridge University Press. 


Two paragraphs of Section H and most of Section IV are taken from “Morality, Rational Choice, and Semantic Repre- 
sentation—A Reply to My Critics,” in E. F. Paul, F. D. Miller, Jr., and J. Paul (eds.), The New Social Contract: Essays 
on Gauthier (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), pp. 173—4, 179-180, 184-5, 188-9 (this volume appears also as Social Phi- 
losophy and Policy 5 [1988], same pagination). I am grateful to Annette Baier, Paul Hurley, and Geoffrey Sayre-Mc- 
Cord for comments on an earlier draft. I am also grateful to discussants at Western Washington University, che Uni- 
versity of Arkansas, the University of California at Santa Cruz, and the University of East Anglia for comments on a 
related talk. 
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I choose these statements to point to features of the crisis that morality faces. They sug- 
gest that moral language fits a world view that we have abandoned—a view of the world 
as purposively ordered. Without this view, we no longer truly understand the moral claims 
we continue to make. They suggest that there is a lack of fit between what morality pre- 
supposes—objective values that help explain our behavior, and the psychological states— 
desires and beliefs—that, given our present world view, actually provide the best expla- 
nation. This lack of fit threatens to undermine the very idea of a morality as more than an 
anthropological curiosity. But how could this be? How could morality perish? 


JI 


To proceed, I must offer a minimal characterization of the morality that faces a founda- 
tional crisis. And this is the morality of justified constraint. From the standpoint of the 
agent, moral considerations present themselves as constraining his choices and actions, in 
ways independent of his desires, aims, and interests. Later, I shall add to this characteri- 
zation, but for the moment it will suffice. For it reveals clearly what is in question—the 
ground of constraint. This ground seems absent from our present world view. And so we 
ask, what reason can a person have for recognizing and accepting a constraint that is in- 
dependent of his desires and interests? He may agree that such a constraint would be 
morally justified; he would have a reason for accepting it ¿f he had a reason for accepting 
morality. But what justifies paying attention to morality, rather than dismissing it as an 
appendage of outworn beliefs? We ask, and seem to find no answer. But before proceed- 
ing, we should consider three objections. 

The first is to query the idea of constraint. Why should morality be seen as constrain- 
ing our choices and actions? Why should we not rather say that the moral person chooses 
most freely, because she chooses in the light of a true conception of herself, rather than in 
the light of the false conceptions that so often predominate? Why should we not link mor- 
ality with self-understanding? Plato and Hume might be enlisted to support this view, 
but Hume would be at best a partial ally, for his representation of “virtue in all her genu- 
ine and most engaging charms, . . . talk{ing]} not of useless austerities and rigors, suf- 
fering and self-denial,” but rather making “her votaries . . . , during every instant of 
their existence, if possible, cheerful and happy,” is rather overcast by his admission that 
“in the case of justice, . . . a man, taking things in a certain light, may often seem to be 
a loser by his integrity.”® Plato, to be sure, goes further, insisting that only the just man 
has a healthy soul, but heroic as Socrates’ defense of justice may be, we are all too apt to 
judge that Glaucon and Adeimantus have been charmed rather than reasoned into agree- 
ment, and that the unjust man has not been shown necessarily to be the loser.’ I do not, 
in any event, intend to pursue this direction of thought. Morality, as we, heirs to the Chris- 
tian and Kantian traditions, conceive it, constrains the pursuits to which even our reflec- 
tive desires would lead us. And this is not simply or entirely a constraint on self-interest; 
the affections that morality curbs include the social ones of favoritism and partiality, to 
say nothing of cruelty. 

The second objection to the view that moral constraint is insufficiently grounded is 
to query the claim that it operates independently of, rather than through, our desires, 
interests, and affections. Morality, some may say, concerns the well-being of all persons, 
or perhaps of all sentient creatures.: And one may then argue, either with Hume, that 
morality arises in and from our sympathetic identification with our fellows, or that 
it lies directly in well-being, and that our affections tend to be disposed favorably to- 
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ward it. But, of course, not all of our affections. And so our sympathetic feelings come 
into characteristic opposition to other feelings, in relation to which they function as a 
constraint. 

This is a very crude characterization, but it will suffice for the present argument. This 
view grants that morality, as we understand it, is without purely rational foundations, but 
reminds us that we are not therefore unconcerned about the well-being of our fellows. 
Morality is founded on the widespread, sympathetic, other-directed concerns that most of 
us have, and these concerns do curb self-interest, and also the favoritism and partiality with 
which we often treat others. Nevertheless, if morality depends for its practical relevance 
and motivational efficacity entirely on our sympathetic feelings, it has no title to the pre- 
scriptive grip with which it has been invested in the Christian and Kantian views to which 
I have referred, and which indeed Glaucon and Adeimantus demanded that Socrates de- 
fend to them in the case of justice. For to be reminded that some of the time we do care 
about our fellows and are willing to curb other desires in order to exhibit that care tells 
us nothing that can guide us in those cases in which, on the face-of it, we do not care, or 
do not care enough—nothing that will defend the demands that morality makes on us in 
the hard cases. That not all situations in which concern for others combats self-concern are 
hard cases is true, but morality, as we ordinarily understand it, speaks to the hard cases, 
whereas its Humean or naturalistic replacement does not. 

These remarks apply to the most sustained recent positive attempt to create a moral 
theory—that of John Rawls. For the attempt to describe our moral capacity, or more par- 
ticularly, for Rawls, our sense of justice, in terms of principles, plausible in the light of 
our more general psychological theory, and coherent with “our considered judgments in 
reflective equilibrium,”’ will not yield any answer to why, in those cases in which we 
have no, or insufficient, interest in being just, we should nevertheless follow the princi- 
ples. John Harsanyi, whose moral theory is in some respects a utilitarian variant of 
Rawls’ contractarian construction, recognizes this explicitly: “All we can prove by ratio- 
nal arguments is that anybody who wants to serve our common human interests in a ra- 
tional manner must obey these commands.” But although morality may offer itself in 
the service of our common human interests, it does not offer itself only to those who 
want to serve them. 

Morality is a constraint that, as Kant recognized, must not be supposed to depend solely 
on our feelings. And so we may not appeal to feelings to answer the question of its foun- 
dation. But the third objection is to dismiss this question directly, rejecting the very idea 
of a foundational crisis. Nothing justifies morality, for morality needs no justification. We 
find ourselves, in morality as elsewhere, in mediis rebus. We make, accept and reject, jus- 
tify and criticize moral judgments. The concern of moral theory is to systematize that prac- 
tice, and so to give us a deeper understanding of what moral justification is. But there are 
no extramoral foundations for moral justification, any more than there are extraepistemic 
foundations for epistemic judgments. In morals as in science, foundationalism is a bank- 
rupt project. 

Fortunately, I do not have to defend normative foundationalism. One problem with ac- 
cepting moral justification as part of our ongoing practice is that, as I have suggested, we 
no longer accept the world view on which it depends. But perhaps a more immediately 
pressing problem is that we have, ready to hand, an alternative mode for justifying our 
choices and actions. In its more austere and, in my view, more defensible form, this is to 
show that choices and actions maximize the agent's expected utility, where utility is a mea- 
sure of considered preference. In its less austere version, this is to show that choices and 
actions satisfy, not a subjectively defined requirement such as utility, but meet the agent’s 
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objective interests. Since I do not believe chat we have objective interests, I shall ignore 
this latter. But it will not matter. For the idea is clear; we have a mode of justification that 
does not require the introduction of moral considerations.” 

Let me call this alternative nonmoral mode of justification, neutrally, deliberative jus- 
tification. Now moral and deliberative justification are directed at the same objects—our 
choices and actions. What if they conflict? And what do we say to the person who offers 
a deliberative justification of his choices and actions and refuses to offer any other? We can 
say, of course, that his behavior lacks moral justification, but this seems to lack any hold, 
unless he chooses to enter the moral framework. And such entry, he may insist, lacks any 
deliberative justification, at least for him. 

If morality perishes, the justificatory enterprise, in relation to choice and action, does 
not perish with it. Rather, one mode of justification perishes, a mode that, it may seem, 
now hangs unsupported. But not only unsupported, for it is difficult to deny that delib- 
erative justification is more clearly basic, that it cannot be avoided insofar as we are ratio- 
nal agents, so that if moral justification conflicts with it, morality seems not only unsup- 
ported but opposed by what is rationally more fundamental. 

Deliberative justification relates to our deep sense of self. What distinguishes human 
beings from other animals, and provides the basis for rationality, is the capacity for se- 
mantic representation. You can, as your dog on the whole cannot, represent a state of af- 
fairs to yourself, and consider in particular whether or not it is the case, and whether or 
not you would want it to be the case. You can represent to yourself the contents of your 
beliefs, and your desires or preferences. But in representing them, you bring them into re- 
lation with one another. You represent to yourself that the Blue Jays will win the World 
Series, and that a National League team will win the World Series, and that the Blue Jays 
are not a National League team. And in recognizing a conflict among those beliefs, you 
find rationality thrust upon you. Note that the first two beliefs could be replaced by pref- 
erences, with the same effect. 

Since in representing our preferences we become aware of conflict among them, the step 
from representation to choice becomes complicated. We must, somehow, bring our con- 
flicting desires and preferences into some sort of coherence. And there is only one plausi- 
ble candidate for a principle of coherence—a maximizing principle. We order our prefer- 
ences, in relation to decision and action, so that we may choose in a way that maximizes 
our expectation of preference fulfillment. And in so doing, we show ourselves to be ratio- 
nal agents, engaged in deliberation and deliberative justification. There is simply nothing 
else for practical rationality to be. 

The foundational crisis of morality thus cannot be avoided by pointing to the existence 
of a practice of justification within the moral framework, and denying that any extramoral 
foundation is relevant. For an extramoral mode of justification is already present, existing 
not side by side with moral justification, but in a manner tied to the way in which we 
unify our beliefs and preferences and so acquire our deep sense of self. We need not sup- 
pose that this deliberative justification is itself to be understood foundationally. All that 
we need suppose is that moral justification does not plausibly survive conflict with it. 


III 


In explaining why we may not dismiss the idea of a foundational crisis in morality as 
resulting from a misplaced appeal to a philosophically discredited or suspect idea of 
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foundationalism, I have begun to expose the character and dimensions of the crisis. I have 
claimed that morality faces an alternative, conflicting, deeper mode of justification, related 
to our deep sense of self, that applies to the entire realm of choice and action, and that 
evaluates each action in terms of the reflectively held concerns of its agent. The relevance of 
the agent’s concerns to practical justification does not seem to me in doubt. The relevance 
of anything else, except insofar as it bears on the agent’s concerns, does seem to me very 
much in doubt. If the agent’s reflectively endorsed concerns, his preferences, desires, and 
aims, are, with his considered beliefs, constitutive of his self-conception, then I can see no 
remotely plausible way of arguing from their relevance to that of anything else that is not 
similarly related to his sense of self. And, indeed, I can see no way of introducing anything 
as relevant to practical justification except through the agent’s self-conception. My asser- 
tion of this practical individualism is not a conclusive argument, but the burden of proof 
is surely on those who would maintain a contrary position. Let them provide the argu- 
ments—if they can. 

Deliberative justification does not refute morality. Indeed, it does not offer morality the 
courtesy of a refutation. It ignores morality, and seemingly replaces it. It preempts the 
arena of justification, apparently leaving morality no room to gain purchase. Let me offer 
a controversial comparison. Religion faces—indeed, has faced—a comparable foundational 
crisis. Religion demands the worship of a divine being who purposively orders the uni- 
verse. But it has confronted an alternative mode of explanation. Although the emergence 
of a cosmological theory based on efficient, rather than teleological, causation provided 
warning of what was to come, the supplanting of teleology in biology by the success of 
evolutionary theory in providing a mode of explanation that accounted in efficient-causal 
terms for the appearance of a purposive order among living beings, may seem to toll the 
death knell for religion as an intellectually respectable enterprise. But evolutionary biol- 
ogy and, more generally, modern science do not refute religion. Rather they ignore it, re- 
placing its explanations by ontologically simpler ones. Religion, understood as affirming 
the justifiable worship of a divine being, may be unable to survive its foundational crisis. 
Can morality, understood as affirming justifiable constraints on choice independent of the 
agent's concerns, survive? 

There would seem to be three ways for morality to escape religion’s apparent fate. One 
would be to find, for moral facts or moral properties, an explanatory role that would en- 
trench them prior to any consideration of justification.'? One could then argue that any 
mode of justification that ignored moral considerations would be ontologically defective. 
I mention this possibility only to put it to one side. No doubt there are persons who ac- 
cept moral constraints on their choices and actions, and it would not be possible to explain 
those choices and actions were we to ignore this. But our explanation of their behavior 
need not commit us to their view. Here the comparison with religion should be straight- 
forward and uncontroversial. We could not explain many of the practices of the religious 
without reference to their beliefs. But to characterize what a religious person is doing as, 
say, an act of worship, does not commit us to supposing that an object of worship actually 
exists, though it does commit us to supposing that she believes such an object to exist. 
Similarly, to characterize what a moral agent is doing as, say, fulfilling a duty does not 
commit us to supposing that there are any duties, though it does commit us to supposing 
that he believes that there are duties. The skeptic who accepts neither can treat the ap- 
parent role of morality in explanation as similar to that of religion. Of course, I do not 
consider that the parallel can be ultimately sustained, since I agree with the religious skep- 
tic but not with the moral skeptic. But to establish an explanatory role for morality, one 
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must first demonstrate its justificatory credentials. One may not assume that it has a prior 
explanatory role. 

The second way would be to reinterpret the idea of justification, showing that, more 
fully understood, deliberative justification is incomplete, and must be supplemented in a 
way that makes room for morality. There is a long tradition in moral philosophy, deriving 
primarily from Kant, that is committed to this enterprise. This is not the occasion to em- 
bark on a critique of what, in the hope again of achieving a neutral characterization, I shall 
call universalistic justification. But critique may be out of place. The success of delibera- 
tive justification may suffice. For theoretical claims about its incompleteness seem to fail 
before the simple practical recognition that it works. Of course, on the face of it, deliber- 
ative justification does not work to provide a place for morality. But to suppose that it 
must, if it is to be fully adequate or complete as a mode of justification, would be to as- 
sume what is in question, whether moral justification is defensible. 

If, independent of one’s actual desires, and aims, there were objective values, and if, in- 
dependent of one’s actual purposes, one were part of an objectively purposive order, then 
we might have reason to insist on the inadequacy of the deliberative framework. An ob- 
jectively purposive order would introduce considerations relevant to practical justification 
that did not depend on the agent’s self-conception. But the supplanting of teleology in our 
physical and biological explanations closes this possibility, as it closes the possibility of re- 
ligious explanation. 

I turn then to the third way of resolving morality’s foundational crisis. The first step is 
to embrace deliberative justification, and recognize that morality’s place must be found 
within, and not outside, its framework. Now this will immediately raise two problems. 
First of all, it will seem that the attempt to establish any constraint on choice and action, 
within the framework of a deliberation that aims at the maximal fulfillment of the agent’s 
considered preferences, must prove impossible. But even if this be doubted, it will seem 
that the attempt to establish a constraint independent of the agent’s preferences, within such a 
framework, verges on lunacy. Nevertheless, this is precisely the task accepted by my third 
way. And, unlike its predecessors, I believe that it can be successful; indeed, I believe that 
my recent book, Morals by Agreement, shows how it can succeed.” 

I shall not rehearse at length an argument that is now familiar to at least some read- 
ers, and, in any event, can be found in that book. But let me sketch briefly those fea- 
tures of deliberative rationality that enable it to constrain maximizing choice. The key 
idea is that in many situations, if each person chooses what, given the choices of the 
others, would maximize her expected utility, then the outcome will be mutually disad- 
vantageous in comparison with some alternative—everyone could do better.’ Equilib- 
rium, which obtains when each person’s action is a best response to the others’ actions, 
is incompatible with (Pareto-)optimality, which obtains when no one could do better 
without someone else doing worse. Given the ubiquity of such situations, each person 
can see the benefit, to herself, of participating with her fellows in practices requiring each 
to refrain from the direct endeavor to maximize her own utility, when such mutual re- 
straint is mutually advantageous. No one, of course, can have reason to accept any uni- 
lateral constraint on her maximizing behavior; each benefits from, and only from, the 
constraint accepted by her fellows. But if one benefits more from a constraint on others 
than one loses by being constrained oneself, one may have reason to accept a practice re- 
quiring everyone, including oneself, to exhibit such a constraint. We may represent such 
a practice as capable of gaining unanimous agreement among rational persons who were 
choosing the terms on which they would interact with each other. And this agreement 
is the basis of morality. 
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Consider a simple example of a moral practice that would command rational agreement. 
Suppose each of us were to assist her fellows only when either she could expect to benefit 
herself from giving assistance, or she took a direct interest in their well-being. Then, in 
many situations, persons would not give assistance to others, even though the benefit to 
the recipient would greatly exceed the cost to the giver, because there would be no provi- 
sion for the giver to share in the benefit. Everyone would then expect to do better were 
each to give assistance to her fellows, regardless of her own benefit or interest, whenever 
the cost of assisting was low and the benefit of receiving assistance considerable. Each 
would thereby accept a constraint on the direct pursuit of her own concerns, not unilater- 
ally, but given a like acceptance by others. Reflection leads us to recognize that those who 
belong to groups whose members adhere to such a practice of mutual assistance enjoy 
benefits in interaction that are denied to others. We may then represent such a practice as 
rationally acceptable to everyone. 

This rationale for agreed constraint makes no reference to the content of anyone’s pref- 
erences. The argument depends simply on the structure of interaction, on the way in 
which each person’s endeavor to fulfill her own preferences affects the fulfillment of 
everyone else. Thus, each person’s reason to accept a mutually constraining practice is in- 
dependent of her particular desires, aims and interests, although not, of course, of the 
fact that she has such concerns. The idea of a purely rational agent, moved to act by rea- 
son alone, is not, I think, an intelligible one. Morality is not to be understood as a con- 
straint arising from reason alone on the fulfillment of nonrational preferences. Rather, a 
rational agent is one who acts to achieve the maximal fulfillment of her preferences, and 
morality is a constraint on the manner in which she acts, arising from the effects of in- 
teraction with other agents. 

Hobbes’s Foole now makes his familiar entry onto the scene, to insist that however ra- 
tional it may be for a person to agree with her fellows to practices that hold out the promise 
of mutual advantage, yet it is rational to follow such practices only when so doing directly 
conduces to her maximal preference fulfillment. But then such practices impose no real 
constraint. The effect of agreeing to or accepting them can only be to change the expected 
payoffs of her possible choices, making it rational for her to choose what in the absence of 
the practice would not be utility maximizing. The practices would offer only true pru- 
dence, not true morality. 

The Foole is guilty of a twofold error. First, he fails to understand that real acceptance 
of such moral practices as assisting one’s fellows, or keeping one’s promises, or telling the 
truth is possible only among those who are disposed to comply with them. If my disposi- 
tion to comply extends only so far as my interests or concerns at the time of performance, 
then you will be the real fool if you interact with me in ways that demand a more rigor- 
ous compliance. If, for example, it is rational to keep promises only when so doing is di- 
rectly utility maximizing, then among persons whose rationality is common knowledge, 
only promises that require such limited compliance will be made. And opportunities for 
mutual advantage will be thereby forgone. 

Consider this example of the way in which promises facilitate mutual benefit. Jones and 
Smith have adjacent farms. Although neighbors, and not hostile, they are also not friends, 
so that neither gets satisfaction from assisting the other. Nevertheless, they recognize that, 
if they harvest their crops together, each does better than if each harvests alone. Next week, 
Jones's crop will be ready for harvesting; a fortnight hence, Smith’s crop will be ready. The 
harvest in, Jones is retiring, selling his farm, and moving to Florida, where he is unlikely 
to encounter Smith or other members of their community. Jones would like to promise 
Smith that, if Smith helps him harvest next week, he will help Smith harvest in a fort- 
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night. But Jones and Smith both know that in a fortnight, helping Smith would be a pure 
cost to Jones. Even if Smith helps him, he has nothing to gain by returning the assistance, 
since neither care for Smith nor, in the circumstances, concern for his own reputation, 
moves him. Hence, if Jones and Smith know that Jones acts straightforwardly to maxi- 
mize the fulfillment of his preferences, they know that he will not help Smith. Smith, 
therefore, will not help Jones even if Jones pretends to promise assistance in return. Nev- 
ertheless, Jones would do better could he make and keep such a promise—and so would 
Smith. 

The Foole’s second error, following on his first, should be clear; he fails to recognize that 
in plausible circumstances, persons who are genuinely disposed to a more rigorous com- 
pliance with moral practices than would follow from their interests at the time of perfor- 
mance can expect to do better than those who are not so disposed. For the former, con- 
strained maximizers as I call them, will be welcome partners in mutually advantageous 
cooperation, in which each relies on the voluntary adherence of the others, from which the 
latter, straightforward maximizers, will be excluded. Constrained maximizers may thus 
expect more favorable opportunities than their fellows. Although in assisting their fellows, 
keeping their promises, and complying with other moral practices, they forgo preference 
fulfillment that they might obtain, yet they do better overall than those who always maxi- 
mize expected utility, because of their superior opportunities. 

In identifying morality with those constraints that would obtain agreement among ra- 
tional persons who were choosing their terms of interaction, I am engaged in rational re- 
construction. I do not suppose that we have actually agreed to existent moral practices and 
principles. Nor do I suppose that all existent moral practices would secure our agreement, 
were the question to be raised. Not all existent moral practices need be justifiable—need 
be ones with which we ought willingly to comply. Indeed, I do not even suppose that the 
practices with which we ought willingly to comply need be those that would secure our 
present agreement. I suppose that justifiable moral practices are those that would secure 
our agreement ex ante, in an appropriate premoral situation. They are those to which we 
should have agreed as constituting the terms of our future interaction, had we been, per 
impossible, in a position to decide those terms. Hypothetical agreement thus provides a 
test of the justifiability of our existent moral practices. 


IV 


Many questions could be raised about this account, but here I want to consider only one. 
I have claimed that moral practices are rational, even though they constrain each person’s 
attempt to maximize her own utility, insofar as they would be the objects of unanimous 
ex ante ageement. But to refute the Foole, I must defend not only the rationality of agree- 
ment, but also that of compliance, and the defense of compliance threatens to preempt the 
case for agreement, so that my title should be “Why Constraint?” and not “Why Con- 
tractarianism?” It is rational to dispose oneself to accept certain constraints on direct maxi- 
mization in choosing and acting, if and only if so disposing oneself maximizes one’s ex- 
pected utility. What then is the relevance of agreement, and especially of hypothetical 
agreement? Why should it be rational to dispose oneself to accept only those constraints 
that would be the object of mutual agreement in an appropriate premoral situation, rather 
than those constraints that are found in our existent moral practices? Surely it is ac- 
ceptance of the latter that makes a person welcome in interaction with his fellows. For 
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compliance with existing morality will be what they expect, and take into account in 
choosing partners with whom to cooperate. 

I began with a challenge to morality—how can it be rational for us to accept its con- 
straints? It may now seem that what I have shown is that it is indeed rational for us to ac- 
cept constraints, but to accept them whether or not they might be plausibly considered 
moral. Morality, it may seem, has nothing to do with my argument; what I have shown is 
that it is rational to be disposed to comply with whatever constraints are generally ac- 
cepted and expected, regardless of their nature. But this is not my view. 

To show the relevance of agreement to the justification of constraints, let us assume 
an ongoing society in which individuals more or less acknowledge and comply with a 
given set of practices that constrain their choices in relation to what they would be did 
they take only their desires, aims, and interests directly into account. Suppose that a dis- 
position to conform to these existing practices is prima facie advantageous, since persons 
who are not so disposed may expect to be excluded from desirable opportunities by their 
fellows. However, the practices themselves have, or at least need have, no basis in agree- 
ment. And they need satisfy no intuitive standard of fairness or impartiality, character- 
istics that we may suppose relevant to the identification of the practices with those of a 
genuine morality. Although we may speak of the practices as constituting the morality 
of the society in question, we need not consider them morally justified or acceptable. 
They are simply practices constraining individual behavior in a way that each finds ra- 
tional to accept. 

Suppose now that our persons, as rational maximizers of individual utility, come to re- 
flect on the practices constituting their morality. They will, of course, assess the practices 
in relation to their own utility, but with the awareness that their fellows will be doing the 
same. And one question that must arise is: Why these practices? For they will recognize 
that the set of actual moral practices is not the only possible set of constraining practices 
that would yield mutually advantageous, optimal outcomes. They will recognize the pos- 
sibility of alternative moral orders. At this point it will not be enough to say that, as a 
matter of fact, each person can expect to benefit from a disposition to comply with exist- 
ing practices. For persons will also ask themselves: Can I benefit more, not from simply 
abandoning any morality, and recognizing no constraint, but from a partial rejection of ex- 
isting constraints in favor of an alternative set? Once this question is asked, the situation 
is transformed; the existing moral order must be assessed, not only against simple non- 
compliance, but also against what we may call alternative compliance. 

To make this assessment, each will compare her prospects under the existing practices 
with those she would anticipate from a set that, in the existing circumstances, she would 
expect to result from bargaining with her fellows. If her prospects would be improved by 
such negotiation, then she will have a real, although not necessarily sufficient, incentive 
to demand a change in the established moral order. More generally, if there are persons 
whose prospects would be improved by renegotiation, then the existing order will be rec- 
ognizably unstable. No doubt those whose prospects would be worsened by renegotiation 
will have a clear incentive to resist, to appeal to the status quo. But their appeal will be a 
weak one, especially among persons who are not taken in by spurious ideological consid- 
erations, but focus on individual utility maximization. Thus, although in the real world, 
we begin with an existing set of moral practices as constraints on our maximizing behav- 
ior, yet we are led by reflection to the idea of an amended set that would obtain the agree- 
ment of everyone, and this amended set has, and will be recognized to have, a stability 
lacking in existing morality. 
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The reflective capacity of rational agents leads them from the given to the agreed, 
from existing practices and principles requiring constraint to those that would receive 
each person’s assent. The same reflective capacity, I claim, leads from those practices that 
would be agreed to, in existing social circumstances, to those that would receive ex ante 
agreement, premoral and presocial. As the status quo proves unstable when it comes into 
conflict with what would be agreed to, so what would be agreed to proves unstable when 
it comes into conflict with what would have been agreed to in an appropriate presocial 
context. For as existing practices must seem arbitrary insofar as they do not correspond 
to what a rational person would agree to, so what such a person would agree to in ex- 
isting circumstances must seem arbitrary in relation to what she would accept in a pre- 
social condition. 

What a rational person would agree to in existing circumstances depends in large part 
on her negotiating position vis-a-vis her fellows. But her negotiating position is signifi- 
cantly affected by the existing social institutions, and so by the currently accepted moral 
practices embodied in those institutions. Thus, although agreement may well yield prac- 
tices differing from those embodied in existing social institutions, yet it will be influenced 
by those practices, which are not themselves the product of rational agreement. And this 
must call the rationality of the agreed practices into question. The arbitrariness of exist- 
ing practices must infect any agreement whose terms are significantly affected by them. 
Although rational agreement is in itself a source of stability, yet this stability is under- 
mined by the arbitrariness of the circumstances in which it takes place. To escape this ar- 
bitrariness, rational persons will revert from actual to hypothetical agreement, consider- 
ing what practices they would have agreed to from an initial position not structured by 
existing institutions and the practices they embody. 

The content of a hypothetical agreement is determined by an appeal to the equal ra- 
tionality of persons. Rational persons will voluntarily accept an agreement only insofar as 
they perceive it to be equally advantageous to each. To be sure, each would be happy to 
accept an agreement more advantageous to herself than to her fellows, but since no one 
will accept an agreement perceived to be less advantageous, agents whose ratio- 
nality is a matter of common knowledge will recognize the futility of aiming at or hold- 
ing out for more, and minimize their bargaining costs by coordinating at the point of equal 
advantage. Now the extent of advantage is determined in a twofold way. First, there is ad- 
vantage internal to an agreement. In this respect, the expectation of equal advantage is as- 
sured by procedural fairness. The step from existing moral practices to those resulting from 
actual agreement takes rational persons to a procedurally fair situation, in which each per- 
ceives the agreed practices to be ones that it is equally rational for all to accept, given the 
circumstances in which agreement is reached. But those circumstances themselves may be 
called into question insofar as they are perceived to be arbitrary—the result, in part, of 
compliance with constraining practices that do not themselves ensure the expectation of 
equal advantage, and so do not reflect the equal rationality of the complying parties. To 
neutralize this arbitrary element, moral practices to be fully acceptable must be conceived 
as constituting a possible outcome of a hypothetical agreement under circumstances that 
are unaffected by social institutions that themselves lack full acceptability. Equal ratio- 
nality demands consideration of external circumstances as well as internal procedures. 

But what is the practical import of this argument? It would be absurd to claim that 
mere acquaintance with it, or even acceptance of it, will lead to the replacement of ex- 
isting moral practices by those that would secure presocial agreement. It would be irra- 
tional for anyone to give up the benefits of the existing moral order simply because he 
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comes to realize that it affords him more than he could expect from pure rational agree- 
ment with his fellows. And it would be irrational for anyone to accept a long-term util- 
ity loss by refusing to comply with the existing moral order, simply because she comes 
to realize that such complicance affords her less than she could expect from pure ra- 
tional agreement. Nevertheless, these realizations do transform, or perhaps bring to the 
surface, the character of the relationships between persons that are maintained by the ex- 
isting constraints, so that some of these relationships come to be recognized as coercive. 
These realizations constitute the elimination of false consciousness, and they result from 
a process of rational reflection that brings persons into what, in my theory, is the paral- 
lel of Jürgen Habermas’s ideal speech situation. Without an argument to defend them- 
selves in open dialogue with their fellows, those who are more than equally advantaged 
can hope to maintain their privileged position only if they can coerce their fellows into 
accepting it. And this, of course, may be possible. But coercion is not agreement, and it 
lacks any inherent stability. 

Stability plays a key role in linking compliance to agreement.Aware of the benefits to 
be gained from constraining practices, rational persons will seek those that invite stable 
compliance. Now compliance is stable if it arises from agreement among persons each of 
whom considers both that the terms of agreement are sufficiently favorable to herself that 
it is rational for her to accept them, and that they are not so favorable to others that it 
would be rational for them to accept terms less favorable to them and more favorable to 
herself. An agreement affording equally favorable terms to all thus invites, as no other can, 
stable compliance. 


y 


In defending the claim that moral practices, to obtain the stable voluntary compliance of 
rational individuals, must be the objects of an appropriate hypothetical agreement, I have 
added to the initial minimal characterization of morality. Not only does morality constrain 
our choices and actions, but it does so in an impartial way, reflecting the equal rationality 
of the persons subject to constraint. Although it is no part of my argument to show that 
the requirements of contractarian morality will satisfy the Rawlsian test of cohering with 
our considered judgments in reflective equilibrium, yet it would be misleading to treat 
rationally agreed constraints on direct utility maximization as constituting a morality at 
all, rather than as replacing morality, were there no fit between their content and our 
pretheoretical moral views. The fit lies, I suggest, in the impartiality required for hypo- 
thetical agreement. 

The foundational crisis of morality is thus resolved by exhibiting the rationality of our 
compliance with mutual, rationally agreed constraints on the pursuit of our desires, aims, 
and interests. Although bereft of a basis in objective values or an objectively purposive 
order, and confronted by a more fundamental mode of justification, morality survives by 
incorporating itself into that mode. Moral considerations have the same status, and the 
same role in explaining behavior, as the other reasons acknowledged by a rational delibera- 
tor. We are left with a unified account of justification, in which an agent’s choices and ac- 
tions are evaluated in relation to his preferences—to the concerns that are constitutive of 
his sense of self. But since morality binds the agent independently of the particular con- 
tent of his preferences, it has the prescriptive grip with which the Christian and Kantian 
views have invested it. 
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In incorporating morality into deliberative justification, we recognize a new dimension 
to the agent’s self-conception. For morality requires that a person have the capacity to com- 
mit himself, to enter into agreement with his fellows secure in the awareness that he can 
and will carry out his part of the agreement without regard to many of those considera- 
tions that normally and justifiably would enter into his future deliberations. And this is 
more than the capacity to bring one’s desires and interests together with one’s beliefs into 
a single coherent whole. Although this latter unifying capacity must extend its attention 
to past and future, the unification it achieves may itself be restricted to that extended pres- 
ent within which a person judges and decides. But in committing oneself to future action 
in accordance with one’s agreement, one must fix at least a subset of one’s desires and be- 
liefs to hold in that future. The self that agrees and the self that complies must be one. 
“Man himself must first of all have become calculable, regular, necessary, even in his own 
image of himself, if he is to be able to stand security for bis own future, which is what one 
who promises does!” 

In developing the right to make promises, 
bulwark against the perishing of morality. 


”8 we human beings have found a contractarian 
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34. ALASDAIR MACINTYRE 


Alasdair Macintyre (1929- ) is Professor of Philosophy at Duke University. After examining 
five different historical accounts of the virtues, he offers a core conception of virtue formu- 
lated relative to the concept of a practice. 


After Virtue 


One response to the history which I have narrated so far might well be to suggest that 
even within the relatively coherent tradition of thought which I have sketched there are 
just too many different and incompatible conceptions of a virtue for there to be any real 
unity to the concept or indeed to the history. Homer, Sophocles, Aristotle, the New Tes- 
tament and medieval thinkers differ from each other in too many ways. They offer us dif- 
ferent and incompatible lists of the virtues; they give a different rank order of importance 
to different virtues; and they have different and incompatible theories of the virtues. If we 
were to consider later Western writers on the virtues, the list of differences and incom- 
patibilities would be enlarged still further; and if we extended our enquiry to Japanese, 
say, or American Indian cultures, the differences would become greater still. It would be 
all too easy to conclude that there are a number of rival and alternative conceptions of the 
virtues, but, even within the tradition which I have been delineating, no single core con- 
ception. 

The case for such a conclusion could not be better constructed than by beginning from 
a consideration of the very different lists of items which different authors in different times 
and places have included in their catalogues of virtues. Some of these catalogues— 
Homer's, Aristotle’s and the New Testament’s—I have already noticed at greater or lesser 
length. Let me at the risk of some repetition recall some of their key features and then in- 
troduce for further comparison the catalogues of two later Western writers, Benjamin 
Franklin and Jane Austen. 

The first example is that of Homer. At least some of the items in a Homeric list of the 
aretati would clearly not be counted by most of us nowadays as virtues at all, physical 
strength being the most obvious example. To this it might be replied that perhaps we 
ought not to translate the word areté in Homer by our word ‘virtue,’ but instead by our 
word ‘excellence’; and perhaps, if we were so to translate it, the apparently surprising dif- 
ference between Homer and ourselves would at first sight have been removed. For we could 
allow without any kind of oddity that the possession of physical strength is the possession 
of an excellence. But in fact we would not have removed, but instead would merely have 
relocated, the difference between Homer and ourselves. For we would now seem to be say- 
ing that Homer’s concept of an areté, an excellence, is one thing and that our concept of a 
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virtue is quite another since a particular quality can be an excellence in Homer’s eyes, but 
not a virtue in ours and vice versa. 

But of course it is not that Homer’s list of virtues differs only from our own; it also no- 
tably differs from Aristotle’s. And Aristotle’s of course also differs from our own. For one 
thing, as I noticed earlier, some Greek virtue-words are not easily translatable into English 
or rather out of Greek. Moreover consider the importance of friendship as a virtue in Aris- 
totle’s list—how different from us! Or the place of phronésis—how different from Homer 
and from us! The mind receives from Aristotle the kind of tribute which the body receives 
from Homer. But it is not just the case that the difference between Aristotle and Homer 
lies in the inclusion of some items and the omission of others in their respective catalogues. 
It turns out also in the way in which those catalogues are ordered, in which items are 
ranked as relatively central to human excellence and which marginal. 

Moreover the relationship of virtues to the social order has changed. For Homer the 
paradigm of human excellence is the warrior; for Aristotle it is the Athenian gentleman. 
Indeed according to Aristotle certain virtues are only available to those of great riches and 
of high social status; there are virtues which are unavailable to the poor man, even if he is 
a free man. And those virtues are on Aristotle’s view ones central to human life; magna- 
nimity—and once again, any translation of megalopsuchia is unsatisfactory—and munifi- 
cence are not just virtues, but important virtues within the Aristotelian scheme. 

At once it is impossible to delay the remark that the most striking contrast with Aris- 
totle’s catalogue is to be found neither in Homer’s nor in our own, but in the New Testa- 
ment’s. For the New Testament not only praises virtues of which Aristotle knows noth- 
ing—faith, hope and love—and says nothing about virtues such as phronésis which are 
crucial for Aristotle, but it praises at least one quality as a virtue which Aristotle seems to 
count as one of the vices relative to magnanimity, namely humility. Moreover since the 
New Testament quite clearly sees the rich as destined for the pains of Hell, it is clear that 
the key virtues cannot be available to them; yet they are available to slaves. And the New 
Testament of course differs from both Homer and Aristotle not only in the items included 
in its catalogue, but once again in its rank ordering of the virtues. 

Turn now to compare all three lists of virtues considered so far—the Homeric, the Aris- 
totelian, and the New Testament’s—with two much later lists, one which can be compiled 
from Jane Austen’s novels and the other which Benjamin Franklin constructed for him- 
self. Two features stand out in Jane Austen’s list. The first is the importance that she al- 
lots to the virtue which she calls ‘constancy.’ In some ways constancy plays a role in Jane 
Austen analogous to that of phronésis in Aristotle; it is a virtue the possession of which is 
a prerequisite for the possession of other virtues. The second is the fact that what Aristo- 
tle treats as the virtue of agreeableness (a virtue for which he says there is no name) she 
treats as only the simulacrum of a genuine virtue—the genuine virtue in question is the 
one she calls amiability. For the man who practices agreeableness does so from considera- 
tions of honour and expediency, according to Aristotle; whereas Jane Austen thought it 
possible and necessary for the possessor of that virtue to have a certain real affection for 
people as such. (It matters here that Jane Austen is a Christian.) Remember that Aristo- 
tle himself had treated military courage as a simulacrum of true courage. Thus we find 
here yet another type of disagreement over the virtues; namely, one as to which human 
qualities are genuine virtues and which mere simulacra. 

In Benajmin Franklin’s list we find almost all the types of difference from at least one 
of the other catalogues we have considered and one more. Franklin includes virtues which 
are new to our consideration such as cleanliness, silence and industry; he clearly considers 
the drive to acquire itself a part of virtue, whereas for most ancient Greeks this is the vice 
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of pleonexia; he treats some virtues which earlier ages had considered minor as major; but 
he also redefines some familiar virtues. In the list of thirteen virtues which Franklin com- 
piled as part of his system of private moral accounting, he elucidates each virtue by citing 
a maxim obedience to which żs the virtue in question. In the case of chastity the maxim 
is ‘Rarely use venery but for health or offspring—never to dullness, weakness or the in- 
jury of your own or another’s peace or reputation’. This is clearly not what earlier writers 
had meant by ‘chastity’. 

We have therefore accumulated a startling number of differences and incompatibilities 
in the five stated and implied accounts of the virtues. So the question which I raised at the 
outset becomes more urgent. If different writers in different times and places, but all 
within the history of Western culture, include such different sets and types of items in 
their lists, what grounds have we for supposing that they do indeed aspire to list items of 
one and the same kind, that there is any shared concept at all? A second kind of consid- 
eration reinforces the presumption of a negative answer to this question. It is not just that 
each of these five writers lists different and differing kinds of iterns; it is also that each of 
these lists embodies, is the expression of a different theory about what a virtue is. 

In the Homeric poems a virtue is a quality the manifestation of which enables some- 
one to do exactly what their well-defined social role requires. The primary role is that of 
the warrior king and that Homer lists those virtues which he does becomes intelligible at 
once when we recognise that the key virtues therefore must be those which enable a man 
to excel in combat and in the games. It follows that we cannot identify the Homeric virtues 
until we have first identified the key social roles in Homeric society and the requirements 
of each of them. The concept of what anyone filling such-and-such a role ought to do is prior to 
the concept of a virtue; the latter concept has application only via the former. 

On Aristotle’s account matters are very different. Even though some virtues are avail- 
able only to certain types of people, none the less virtues attach not to men as inhabiting 
social roles, but to man as such. It is the ¢e/os of man as a species which determines what 
human qualities are virtues. We need to remember however that although Aristotle treats 
the acquisition and exercise of the virtues as means to an end, the relationship of means to 
end is internal and not external. I call a means internal to a given end when the end can- 
not be adequately characterised independently of a characterisation of the means. So it is 
with the virtues and the ¢e/os which is the good life for man on Aristotle’s account. The ex- 
ercise of the virtues is itself a crucial component of the good life for man. This distinction 
between internal and external means to an end is not drawn by Aristotle himself in the 
Nicomachean Ethics, as I noticed earlier, but it is an essential distinction to be drawn if we 
are to understand what Aristotle intended. The distinction 7s drawn explicitly by Aquinas 
in the course of his defence of St Augustine’s definition of a virtue, and it is clear that 
Aquinas understood that in drawing it he was maintaining an Aristotelian point of view. 

The New Testament’s account of the virtues, even if it differs as much as it does in con- 
tent from Aristotle’s—Aristotle would certainly not have admired Jesus Christ and he 
would have been horrified by St Paul—does have the same logical and conceptual struc- 
ture as Aristotle’s account. A virtue is, as with Aristotle, a quality the exercise of which 
leads to the achievement of the human telos. The good for man is of course a supernatural 
and not only a natural good, but supernature redeems and completes nature. Moreover the 
relationship of virtues as means to the end which is human incorporation in the divine 
kingdom of the age to come is internal and not external, just as it is in Aristotle. It is of 
course this parallelism which allows Aquinas to synthesise Aristotle and the New Testa- 
ment. A key feature of this parallelism is the way in which the concept of the good life for 
man is prior to the concept of a virtue in just the way in which on the Homeric account 
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the concept of a social role was prior. Once again it is the way in which the former con- 
cept is applied which determines how the latter is to be applied. In both cases the concept 
of a virtue is a secondary concept. 

The intent of Jane Austen’s theory of the virtues is of another kind. C. S. Lewis has 
rightly emphasised how profoundly Christian her moral vision is and Gilbert Ryle has 
equally rightly emphasised her inheritance from Shaftesbury and from Aristotle. In fact 
her views combine elements from Homer as well, since she is concerned with social roles 
in a way that neither the New Testament nor Aristotle are. She is therefore important for 
the way in which she finds it possible to combine what are at first sight disparate theo- 
retical accounts of the virtues. But for the moment any attempt to assess the significance 
of Jane Austen’s synthesis must be delayed. Instead we must notice the quite different style 
of theory articulated in Benjamin Franklin’s account of the virtues. 

Franklin’s account, like Aristotle’s, is teleological; but unlike Aristotle’s, it is utilitar- 
ian. According to Franklin in his Autobiography the virtues are means to an end, but he en- 
visages the means-ends relationship as external rather than internal. The end to which the 
cultivation of the virtues ministers is happiness, but happiness understood as success, pros- 
perity in Philadelphia and ultimately in heaven. The virtues are to be useful and Franklin’s 
account continuously stresses utility as a criterion in individual cases: ‘Make no expence 
but to do good to others or yourself; i.e. waste nothing’, ‘Speak not but what may benefit 
others or yourself. Avoid trifling conversation’ and, as we have already seen, ‘Rarely use 
venery but for health or offspring . . > When Franklin was in Paris he was horrified by 
Parisian architecture: ‘Marble, porcelain and gilt are squandered without utility.’ 

We thus have at least three very different conceptions of a virtue to confront: a virtue 
is a quality which enables an individual to discharge his or her social role (Homer); a virtue 
is a quality which enables an individual to move towards the achievement of the specifi- 
cally human zelos, whether natural or supernatural (Aristotle, the New Testament and 
Aquinas); a virtue is a quality which has utility in achieving earthly and heavenly success 
(Franklin). Are we to take these as three rival accounts of the same thing? Or are they in- 
stead accounts of three different things? Perhaps the moral structures in archaic Greece, 
in fourth-century Greece, and in eighteenth-century Pennsylvania were so different from 
each other that we should treat them as embodying quite different concepts, whose dif- 
ference is initially disguised from us by the historical accident of an inherited vocabulary 
which misleads us by linguistic resemblance long after conceptual identity and similarity 
have failed. Our initial question has come back to us with redoubled force. 

Yet although I have dwelt upon the prima facie case for holding that the differences and 
incompatibilities between different accounts at least suggest that there is no single, cen- 
tral, core conception of the virtues which might make a claim for universal allegiance, I 
ought also to point out that each of the five moral accounts which I have sketched so sum- 
marily does embody just such a claim. It is indeed just this feature of those accounts that 
makes them of more than sociological or antiquarian interest. Every one of these accounts 
claims not only theoretical, but also an institutional hegemony. For Odysseus the Cyclopes 
stand condemned because they lack agriculture, on agora and themis. For Aristotle the bar- 
barians stand condemned because they lack the polis and are therefore incapable of poli- 
tics. For New Testament Christians there is no salvation outside the apostolic church. And 
we know that Benjamin Franklin found the virtues more at home in Philadelphia than in 
Paris and that for Jane Austen the touchstone of the virtues is a certain kind of marriage 
and indeed a certain kind of naval officer (that is, a certain kind of English naval officer). 

The question can therefore now be posed directly: are we or are we not able to disen- 
tangle from these rival and various claims a unitary core concept of the virtues of which 
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we can give a more compelling account than any of the other accounts so far? Iam going 
to argue that we can in fact discover such a core concept and that it turns out to provide 
the tradition of which I have written the history with its conceptual unity. It will indeed 
enable us to distinguish in a clear way those beliefs about the virtues which genuinely be- 
long to the tradition from those which do not. Unsurprisingly perhaps it is a complex con- 
cept, different parts of which derive from different stages in the development of the tra- 
dition. Thus the concept itself in some sense embodies the history of which it is the 
outcome. 

One of the features of the concept of a virtue which has emerged with some clarity from 
the argument so far is that it always requires for its application the acceptance of some 
prior account of certain features of social and moral life in terms of which it has to be de- 
fined and explained. So in the Homeric account the concept of a virtue is secondary to that 
of a social role, in Aristotle’s account it is secondary to that of the good life for man conceived 
as the ¢e/os of human action and in Franklin’s much later account it is secondary to that of 
utility. What is it in the account which I am about to give which provides in a similar 
way the necessary background against which the concept of a virtue has to be made intel- 
ligible? It is in answering this question that the complex, historical, multilayered charac- 
ter of the core concept of virtue becomes clear. For there are no less than three stages in 
the logical development of the concept which have to be identified in order, if the core 
conception of a virtue is to be understood, and each of these stages has its own conceptual 
background. The first stage requires a background account of what I shall call a practice, 
the second an account of what I have already characterised as the narrative order of a sin- 
gle human life and the third an account a good deal fuller than I have given up to now of 
what constitutes a moral tradition. Each later stage presupposes the earlier, but not vice 
versa. Each earlier stage is both modified by and reinterpreted in the light of, but also pro- 
vides an essential constituent of each later stage. The progress in the development of the 
concept is closely related to, although it does not recapitulate in any straightforward way, 
the history of the tradition of which it forms the core. 

In the Homeric account of the virtues—and in heroic societies more generally—the ex- 
ercise of a virtue exhibits qualities which are required for sustaining a social role and for 
exhibiting excellence in some well-marked area of social practice: to excel is to excel at war 
or in the games, as Achilles does, in sustaining a household, as Penelope does, in giving 
counsel in the assembly, as Nestor does, in the telling of a tale, as Homer himself does. 
When Aristotle speaks of excellence in human activity, he sometimes though not always, 
refers to some well-defined type of human practice: flute-playing, or war, or geometry. I 
am going to suggest that this notion of a particular type of practice as providing the arena 
in which the virtues are exhibited and in terms of which they are to receive their primary, 
if incomplete, definition is crucial to the whole enterprise of identifying a core concept of 
the virtues. I hasten to add two caveats however. 

The first is to point out that my argument will not in any way imply that virtues are 
only exercised in the course of what I am calling practices. The second is to warn that I 
shall be using the word ‘practice’ in a specially defined way which does not completely 
agree with current ordinary usage, including my own previous use of that word. What am 
I going to mean by it? 

By a ‘practice’ I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially estab- 
lished cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity 
are realised in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are ap- 
propriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human 
powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are 
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systematically extended. Tic-tac-toe is not an example of a practice in this sense, nor is 
throwing a football with skill; but the game of football is, and so is chess. Bricklaying is 
not a practice; architecture is. Planting turnips is not a practice; farming is. So are the en- 
quiries of physics, chemistry and biology, and so is the work of the historian, and so are 
painting and music. In the ancient and medieval worlds the creation and sustaining of 
human communities—of households, cities, nations—is generally taken to be a practice 
in the sense in which I have defined it. Thus the range of practices is wide: arts, sciences, 
games, politics in the Aristotelian sense, the making and sustaining of family life, all fall 
under the concept. But the question of the precise range of practices is not at this stage of 
the first importance. Instead let me explain some of the key terms involved in my defini- 
tion, beginning with the notion of goods internal to a practice. 

Consider the example of a highly intelligent seven-year-old child whom I wish to teach 
to play chess, although the child has no particular desire to learn the game. The child does 
however have a very strong desire for candy and little chance of obtaining it. I therefore 
tell the child that if the child will play chess with me once a week I will give the child 
50¢ worth of candy; moreover I tell the child that I will always play in such a way that it 
will be difficult, but not impossible, for the child to win and that, if the child wins, the 
child will receive an extra 50¢ worth of candy. Thus motivated the child plays and plays 
to win. Notice however that, so long as it is the candy alone which provides the child with 
a good reason for playing chess, the child has no reason not to cheat and every reason to 
cheat, provided he or she can do so successfully. But, so we may hope, there will come a 
time when the child will find in those goods specific to chess, in the achievement of a cer- 
tain highly particular kind of analytical skill, strategic imagination and competitive in- 
tensity, a new set of reasons, reasons now not just for winning on a particular occasion, but 
for trying to excel in whatever way the game of chess demands. Now if the child cheats, 
he or she will be defeating not me, but himself or herself. 

There are thus two kinds of good possibly to be gained by playing chess. On the one 
hand there are those goods externally and contingently attached to chess-playing and to 
other practices by the accidents of social circumstance—in the case of the imaginary child 
candy, in the case of real adults such goods as prestige, status and money. There are always 
alternative ways for achieving such goods, and their achievement is never to be had only 
by engaging in some particular kind of practice. On the other hand there are the goods 
internal to the practice of chess which cannot be had in any way but by playing chess or 
some other game of that specific kind. We call them internal for two reasons: first, as I 
have already suggested, because we can only specify them in terms of chess or some other 
game of that specific kind and by means of examples from such games (otherwise the mea- 
gerness of our vocabulary for speaking of such goods forces us into such devices as my own 
resort to writing of ‘a certain highly particular kind of’); and secondly because they can 
only be identified and recognised by the experience of participating in the practice in ques- 
tion. Those who lack the relevant experience are incompetent thereby as judges of inter- 
nal goods. 

This is clearly the case with all the major examples of practices: consider for example— 
even if briefly and inadequately—the practice of portrait painting as it developed in 
Western Europe from the late middle ages to the eighteenth century. The successful por- 
trait painter is able to achieve many goods which are in the sense just defined external 
to the practice of portrait painting—fame, wealth, social status, even a measure of power 
and influence at courts upon occasion. But those external goods are not to be confused 
with the goods which are internal to the practice. The internal goods are those which 
result from an extended attempt to show how Wittgenstein’s dictum “The human body 
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is the best picture of the human soul’ (Investigations, p.178e) might be made to become 
true by teaching us ‘to regard . . . the picture on our wall as the object itself (the men, 
landscape and so on) depicted there’ (p.205e) in a quite new way. What is misleading 
about Wittgenstein’s dictum as it stands is its neglect of the truth in George Orwell’s 
thesis ‘At 50 everyone has the face he deserves’. What painters from Giotto to Rem- 
brandt learnt to show was how the face at any age may be revealed as the face that the 
subject of a portrait deserves. 

Originally in medieval paintings of the saints the face was an icon; the question of a re- 
semblance between the depicted face of Christ or St Peter and the face that Jesus or Peter 
actually possessed at some particular age did not even arise. The antithesis to this iconog- 
raphy was the relative naturalism of certain fifteenth-century Flemish and German paint- 
ing. The heavy eyelids, the coifed hair, the lines around the mouth undeniably represent 
some particular woman, either actual or envisaged. Resemblance has usurped the iconic 
relationship. But with Rembrandt there is, so to speak, synthesis: the naturalistic portrait 
is now rendered as an icon, but an icon of a new and hitherto inconceivable kind. Simi- 
larly in a very different kind of sequence mythological faces in a certain kind of seventeenth 
-century French painting become aristocratic faces in the eighteenth century. Within each 
of these sequences at least two different kinds of good internal to the painting of human 
faces and bodies are achieved. 

There is first of all the excellence of the products, both the excellence in performance 
by the painters and that of each portrait itself. This excellence—the very verb ‘excel’ sug- 
gests it—has to be understood historically. The sequences of development find their point 
and purpose in a progress towards and beyond a variety of types and modes of excellence. 
There are of course sequences of decline as well as of progress, and progress is rarely to be 
understood as straightforwardly linear. But it is in participation in the attempts to sustain 
progress and to respond creatively to moments that the second kind of good internal to 
the practices of portrait painting is to be found. For what the artist discovers within the 
pursuit of excellence in portrait painting—and what is true of portrait painting is true of 
the practice of the fine arts in general—is the good of a certain kind of life. That life may 
not constitute the whole of life for someone who is a painter by a very long way or it may 
at least for a period, Gauguin-like, absorb him or her at the expense of almost everything 
else. But it is the painter's living out of a greater or lesser part of his or her life as a painter 
that is the second kind of good internal to painting. And judgment upon these goods re- 
quires at the very least the kind of competence that is only to be acquired either as a painter 
or as someone willing to learn systematically what the portrait painter has to teach. 

A practice involves standards of excellence and obedience to rules as well as the achieve- 
ment of goods. To enter into a practice is to accept the authority of those standards and 
the inadequacy of my own performance as judged by them. It is to subject my own atti- 
tudes, choices, preferences and tastes to the standards which currently and partially define 
the practice. Practices of course, as I have just noticed, have a history: games, sciences and 
arts all have histories. Thus the standards are not themselves immune from criticism, but 
none the less we cannot be initiated into a practice without accepting the authority of the 
best standards realised so far. If, on starting to listen to music, I do not accept my own in- 
capacity to judge correctly, I will never learn to hear, let alone to appreciate, Bartok’s last 
quartets. If, on starting to play baseball, I do not accept that others know better than I 
when to throw a fast ball and when not, I will never learn to appreciate good pitching let 
alone to pitch. In the realm of practices the authority of both goods and standards oper- 
ates in such a way as to rule out all subjectivist and emotivist analyses of judgment. De 
gustibus est disputandum. 
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We are now in a position to notice an important difference between what I have called 
internal and what I have called external goods. It is characteristic of what I have called ex- 
ternal goods that when achieved they are always some individual’s property and posses- 
sion. Moreover characteristically they are such that the more someone has of them, the less 
there is for other people. This is sometimes necessarily the case, as with power and fame, 
and sometimes the case by reason of contingent circumstance as with money. External 
goods are therefore characteristically objects of competition in which there must be losers 
as well as sinners. Internal goods are indeed the outcome of competition to excel, but it is 
characteristic of them that their achievement is a good for the whole community who par- 
ticipate in the practice. So when Turner transformed the seascape in painting or W. G. 
Grace advanced the art of batting in cricket in a quite new way their achievement enriched 
the whole relevant community. 

But what does all or any of this have to do with the concept of the virtues? It turns out 
that we are now in a position to formulate a first, even if partial and tentative definition 
of a virtue: A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which tends to en- 
able us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevents 
us from achieving any such goods. Later this definition will need amplification and amend- 
ment. But as a first approximation to an adequate definition it already illuminates the 
place of the virtues in human life. For it is not difficult to show for a whole range of key 
virtues that without them the goods internal to practices are barred to us, but not just 
barred to us generally, barred in a very particular way. 

It belongs to the concept of a practice as I have outlined it—and as we are all familiar 
with it already in our actual lives, whether we are painters or physicists or quarterbacks or 
indeed just lovers of good painting or first-rate experiments or a well-thrown pass—that 
its goods can only be achieved by subordinating ourselves to the best standard so far 
achieved, and that entails subordinating ourselves within the practice in our relationship 
to other practitioners. We have to learn to recognise what is due to whom; we have to be 
prepared to take whatever self-endangering risks are demanded along the way; and we have 
to listen carefully to what we are told about our own inadequacies and to reply with the 
same carefulness for the facts. In other words we have to accept as necessary components 
of any practice with internal goods and standards of excellence the virtues of justice, 
courage and honesty. For not to accept these, to be willing to cheat as our imagined child 
was willing to cheat in his or her early days at chess, so far bars us from achieving the stan- 
dards of excellence or the goods internal to the practice that it renders the practice point- 
less except as a device for achieving external goods. 

We can put the same point in another way. Every practice requires a certain kind of re- 
lationship between those who participate in it. Now the virtues are those goods by refer- 
ence to which, whether we like it or not, we define our relationships to those other peo- 
ple with whom we share the kind of purposes and standards which inform practices. 
Consider an example of how reference to the virtues has to be made in certain kinds of 
human relationship. 

A, B, C, and D are friends in that sense of friendship which Aristotle takes to be pri- 
mary: they share in the pursuit of certain goods. In my terms they share in a practice. D 
dies in obscure circumstances, A discovers how D died and tells the truth about it to B 
while lying to C. C discovers the lie. What A cannot then intelligibly claim is that he 
stands in the same relationship of friendship to both B and C. By telling the truth to one 
and lying to the other he has partially defined a difference in the relationship. Of course 
it is open to A to explain this difference in a number of ways; perhaps he was trying to 
spare C pain or perhaps he is simply cheating C. But some difference in the relationship 
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now exists as a result of the lie. For their allegiance to each other in the pursuit of com- 
mon goods has been put in question. 

Just as, so long as we share the standards and purposes characteristic of practices, we 
define our relationships to each other, whether we acknowledge it or not, by reference to 
standards of truthfulness and trust, so we define them too by reference to standards of jus- 
tice and of courage. If A, a professor, gives B and C the grades that their papers deserve, 
but grades D because he is attracted by D’s blue eyes or is repelled by D’s dandruff, he has 
defined his relationship to D differently from his relationship to the other members of the 
class, whether he wishes it or not. Justice requires that we treat others in respect of merit 
or desert according to uniform and impersonal standards; to depart from the standards of 
justice in some particular instance defines our relationship with the relevant person as in 
some way special or distinctive. 

The case with courage is a little different. We hold courage to be a virtue because the 
care and concern for individuals, communities and causes which is so crucial to so much in 
practices requires the existence of such a virtue. If someone says that he cares for some in- 
dividual, community or cause, but is unwilling to risk harm or danger on his, her or its 
own behalf, he puts in question the genuineness of his care and concern. Courage, the ca- 
pacity to risk harm or danger to oneself, has its role in human life because of this connec- 
tion with care and concern. This is not to say that a man cannot genuinely care and also be 
a coward. It is in part to say that a man who genuinely cares and has not the capacity for 
risking harm or danger has to define himself, both to himself and to others, as a coward. 

I take ic then that from the standpoint of those types of relationship without which prac- 
tices cannot be sustained truthfulness, justice and courage—and perhaps some others—are 
genuine excellences, are virtues in the light of which we have to characterise ourselves and 
others, whatever our private moral standpoint or our society’s particular codes may be. For 
this recognition that we cannot escape the definition of our relationships in terms of such 
goods is perfectly compatible with the acknowledgment that different societies have and 
have had different codes of truthfulness, justice and courage. Lutheran pietists brought up 
their children to believe that one ought to tell the truth to everybody at all times, what- 
ever the circumstances or consequences, and Kant was one of their children. Traditional 
Bantu parents brought up their children not to tell the truth to unknown strangers, since 
they believed that this could render the family vulnerable to witchcraft. In our culture many 
of us have been brought up not co tell the truth to elderly great-aunts who invite us to ad- 
mire their new hats. But each of these codes embodies an acknowledgment of the virtue of 
truthfulness. So it is also with varying codes of justice and of courage. 

Practices then might flourish in societies with very different codes; what they could not 
do is flourish in societies in which the virtues were not valued, although institutions and 
cechnical skills serving unified purposes might well continue to flourish. (I shall have more 
to say about the contrast between institutions and technical skills mobilised for a unified 
end, on the one hand, and practices on the other, in a moment.) For the kind of coopera- 
tion, the kind of recognition of authority and of achievement, the kind of respect for stan- 
dards and the kind of risk-taking which are characteristically involved in practices demand 
for example fairness in judging oneself and others—the kind of fairness absent in my ex- 
ample of the professor, a ruthless truthfulness without which fairness cannot find applica- 
tion—the kind of truthfulness absent in my example of A, B, C and D—and willingness 


to trust the judgments of those whose achievement in the practice give them an authority 
to judge which presupposes fairness and truthfulness in those judgments, and from time 
to time the taking of self-endangering, reputation-endangering and even achievement- 
endangering risks. It is no part of my thesis that great violinists cannot be vicious or great 
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chess-players mean-spirited. Where the virtues are required, the vices also may flourish. It 
is just that the vicious and mean-spirited necessarily rely on the virtues of others for 
the practices in which they engage to flourish and also deny themselves the experience 
of achieving those internal goods which may reward even not very good chess-players and 
violinists. 

To situate the virtues any further within practices it is necessary now to clarify a little 
further the nature of a practice by drawing two important contrasts. The discussion so far 
I hope makes it clear that a practice, in the sense intended, is never just a set of technical 
skills, even when directed towards some unified purpose and even if the exercise of those 
skills can on occasion be valued or enjoyed for their own sake. What is distinctive of a 
practice is in part the way in which conceptions of the relevant goods and ends which the 
technical skills serve—and every practice does require the exercise of technical skills—are 
transformed and enriched by these extensions of human powers and by that regard for its 
own internal goods which are partially definitive of each particular practice or type of prac- 
tice. Practices never have a goal or goals fixed for all time—painting has no such goal nor 
has physics—but the goals themselves are transmuted by the history of the activity. It 
therefore turns out not to be accidental that every practice has its own history and a his- 
tory which is more and other than that of the improvement of the relevant technical skills. 
This historical dimension is crucial in relation to the virtues. 

To enter into a practice is to enter into a relationship not only with its contemporary 
practitioners, but also with those who have preceded us in the practice, particularly those 
whose achievements extended the reach of the practice to its present point. It is thus the 
achievement, and a fortiori the authority, of a tradition which I then confront and from 
which I have to learn. And for this learning and the relationship to the past which it em- 
bodies the virtues of justice, courage and truthfulness are prerequisite in precisely the same 
way and for precisely the same reasons as they are in sustaining present relationships 
within practices. 

It is not only of course with sets of technical skills that practices ought to be contrasted. 
Practices must not be confused with institutions. Chess, physics and medicine are prac- 
tices; chess clubs, laboratories, universities and hospitals are institutions. Institutions are 
characteristically and necessarily concerned with what I have called external goods. They 
are involved in acquiring money and other material goods; they are structured in terms of 
power and status, and they distribute money, power and status as rewards. Nor could they 
do otherwise if they are to sustain not only themselves, but also the practices of which they 
are the bearers. For no practices can survive for any length of time unsustained by insti- 
tutions. Indeed so intimate is the relationship of practices to institutions—and conse- 
quently of the goods external to the goods internal to the practices in question—that in- 
stitutions and practices characteristically form a single causal order in which the ideals and 
the creativity of the practice are always vulnerable to the acquisitiveness of the institution, 
in which the cooperative care for common goods of the practice is always vulnerable to the 
competitiveness of the institution. In this context the essential function of the virtues is 
clear. Without them, without justice, courage and truthfulness, practices could not resist 
the corrupting power of institutions. 

Yet if institutions do have corrupting power, the making and sustaining of forms of 
human community—and therefore of institutions—itself has all the characteristics of a 
practice, and moreover of a practice which stands in a peculiarly close relationship to the 
exercise of the virtues in two important ways. The exercise of the virtues is itself apt to re- 
guire a highly determinate attitude to social and political issues; and it is always within 
some particular community with its own specific institutional forms that we learn or fail 
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to learn to exercise the virtues. There is of course a crucial difference between the way in 
which the relationship between moral character and political community is envisaged 
from the standpoint of liberal individualist modernity and the way in which that rela- 
tionship was envisaged from the standpoint of the type of ancient and medieval tradition 
of the virtues which I have sketched. For liberal individualism a community is simply an 
arena in which individuals each pursue their own self-chosen conception of the good life, 
and political institutions exist to provide that degree of order which makes such self- 
determined activity possible. Government and law are, or ought to be, neutral between 
rival conceptions of the good life for man, and hence, although it is the task of govern- 
ment to promote law-abidingness, it is on the liberal view no part of the legitimate func- 
tion of government to inculcate any one moral outlook. 

By contrast, on the particular ancient and medieval view which I have sketched politi- 
cal community not only requires the exercise of the virtues for its own sustenance, but it 
is one of the tasks of government to make its citizens virtuous, just as it is one of the tasks 
of parental authority to make children grow up so as to be virtuous adults. The classical 
statement of this analogy is by Socrates in the Crito. It does not of course follow from an 
acceptance of the Socratic view of political community and political authority that we 
ought to assign to the modern state the moral function which Socrates assigned to the city 
and its laws. Indeed the power of the liberal individualist standpoint partly derives from 
the evident fact that the modern state is indeed totally unfitted to act as moral educator 
of any community. But the history of how the modern state emerged is of course itself a 
moral history. If my account of the complex relationship of virtues to practices and to in- 
stitutions is correct, it follows that we shall be unable to write a true history of practices 
and institutions unless that history is also one of the virtues and vices. For the ability of a 
practice to retain its integrity will depend on the way in which the virtues can be and are 
exercised in sustaining the institutional forms which are the social bearers of the practice. 
The integrity of a practice causally requires the exercise of the virtues by at least some of 
the individuals who embody it in their activities; and conversely the corruption of insti- 
tutions is always in part at least an effect of the vices. 

The virtues are of course themselves in turn fostered by certain types of social institu- 
tion and endangered by others. Thomas Jefferson thought that only in a society of small 
farmers could the virtues flourish; and Adam Ferguson with a good deal more sophistica- 
tion saw the institutions of modern commercial society as endangering at least some tra- 
ditional virtues. It is Ferguson’s type of sociology which is the empirical counterpart of 
the conceptual account of the virtues which I have given, a sociology which aspires to lay 
bare the empirical, causal connection between virtues, practices and institutions. For this 
kind of conceptual account has strong empirical implications; it provides an explanatory 
scheme which can be tested in particular cases. Moreover my thesis has empirical content 
in another way; it does entail that without the virtues there could be a recognition only 
of what I have called external goods and not at all of internal goods in the context of prac- 
tices. And in any society which recognised only external goods competitiveness would be 
the dominant and even exclusive feature. We have a brilliant portrait of such a society in 
Hobbes’s account of the state of nature; and Professor Turnbull’s report of the fate of the 
Ik suggests that social reality does in the most horrifying way confirm both my thesis and 
Hobbes’s. 

Virtues then stand in a different relationship to external and to internal goods. The pos- 
session of the virtues—and not only of their semblance and simulacra—is necessary to 
achieve the latter; yet the possession of the virtues may perfectly well hinder us in achiev- 
ing external goods. I need to emphasise at this point that external goods genuinely are 
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goods. Not only are they characteristic objects of human desire, whose allocation is what 
gives point to the virtues of justice and of generosity, but no one can despise them alto- 
gether without a certain hypocrisy. Yet notoriously the cultivation of truthfulness, justice 
and courage will often, the world being what it contingently is, bar us from being rich or 
famous or powerful. Thus although we may hope that we can not only achieve the stan- 
dards of excellence and the internal goods of certain practices by possessing the virtues and 
become rich, famous and powerful, the virtues are always a potential stumbling block to 
this comfortable ambition. We should therefore expect that, if in a particular society the 
pursuit of external goods were to become dominant, the concept of the virtues might suf- 
fer first attrition and then perhaps something near total effacement, although simulacra 
might abound. 

The time has come to ask the question of how far this partial account of a core con- 
ception of the virtues—and I need to emphasise that all that I have offered so far is the 
first stage of such an account—is faithful to the tradition which I delineated. How far, for 
example, and in what ways is it Aristotelian? It is—happily—not Aristotelian in two ways 
in which a good deal of the rest of the tradition also dissents from Aristotle. First, although 
this account of the virtues is teleological, it does not require the identification of any tele- 
ology in nature, and hence it does not require any allegiance to Aristotle’s metaphysical 
biology. And secondly, just because of the multiplicity of human practices and the conse- 
quent multiplicity of goods in the pursuit of which the virtues may be exercised—goods 
which will often be contingently incompatible and which will therefore make rival claims 
upon our allegiance—conflict will not spring solely from flaws in individual character. 
But it was just on these two matters that Aristotle’s account of the virtues seemed most 
vulnerable; hence if it turns out to be the case that this socially teleological account 
can support Aristotle’s general account of the virtues as well as does his own biologically 
teleological account, these differences from Aristotle himself may well be regarded as 
strengthening rather than weakening the case for a generally Aristotelian standpoint. 

There are at least three ways in which the account that I have given zs clearly Aris- 
totelian. First it requires for its completion a cogent elaboration of just those distinctions 
and concepts which Aristotle’s account requires: voluntariness, the distinction between 
the intellectual virtues and the virtues of character, the relationship of both to natural abil- 
ities and to the passions and the structure of practical reasoning. On every one of these 
topics something very like Aristotle’s view has to be defended, if my own account is to be 
plausible. 

Secondly my account can accommodate an Aristotelian view of pleasure and enjoyment, 
whereas it is interestingly irreconcilable with any utilitarian view and more particularly 
with Franklin’s account of the virtues. We can approach these questions by considering 
how to reply to someone who, having considered my account of the differences between 
goods internal to and goods external to a practice required into which class, if either, does 
pleasure or enjoyment fall? The answer is, ‘Some types of pleasure into one, some into the 
other.’ 

Someone who achieves excellence in a practice, who plays chess or football well or who 
carries through an enquiry in physics or an experimental mode in painting with success, 
characteristically enjoys his achievement and his activity in achieving. So does someone 
who, although not breaking the limit of achievement, plays or thinks or acts in a way that 
leads towards such a breaking of limit. As Aristotle says, the enjoyment of the activity and 
the enjoyment of achievement are not the ends at which the agent aims, but the enjoy- 
ment supervenes upon the successful activity in such a way that the activity achieved and 
the activity enjoyed are one and the same state. Hence to aim at the one is to aim at the 
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other; and hence also it is easy to confuse the pursuit of excellence with the pursuit of en- 
joyment in this specific sense. This particular confusion is harmless enough; what is not harm- 
less is the confusion of enjoyment zm this specific sense with other forms of pleasure. 

For certain kinds of pleasure are of course external goods along with prestige, status, 
power and money. Not all pleasure is the enjoyment supervening upon achieved activity; 
some is the pleasure of psychological or physical states independent of all activity. Such 
states—for example that produced on a normal palate by the closely successive and thereby 
blended sensations of Colchester oyster, cayenne pepper and Veuve Cliquot-——may be 
sought as external goods, as external rewards which may be purchased by money or re- 
ceived in virtue of prestige. Hence the pleasures are categorised neatly and appropriately 
by the classification into internal and external goods. 

It is just this classification which can find no place within Franklin’s account of the 
virtues which is formed entirely in terms of external relationships and external goods. Thus 
although by this stage of the argument it is possible to claim that my account does cap- 
ture a conception of the virtues which is at the core of the particular ancient and medieval 
tradition which I have delineated, it is equally clear that there is more than one possible 
conception of the virtues and that Franklin’s standpoint and indeed any utilitarian stand- 
point is such that to accept it will entail rejecting the tradition and vice versa. 

One crucial point of incompatibility was noted long ago by D. H. Lawrence. When 
Franklin asserts, ‘Rarely use venery but for health or offspring . . . , Lawrence replies, 
‘Never use venery.’ It is of the character of a virtue that in order that it be effective in pro- 
ducing the internal goods which are the rewards of the virtues it should be exercised with- 
out regard to consequences. For it turns out to be the case that—and this is in part at least 
one more empirical factual claim—although the virtues are just those qualities which tend 
to lead to the achievement of a certain class of goods, none the less unless we practice them 
irrespective of whether in any particular set of contingent circumstances they will produce 
those goods or not, we cannot possess them at all. We cannot be genuinely courageous or 
truthful and be so only on occasion. Moreover, as we have seen, cultivation of the virtues 
always may and often does hinder the achievement of those external goods which are the 
mark of worldly success. The road to success in Philadelphia and the road to heaven may 
not coincide after all. 

Furthermore we are now able to specify one crucial difficulty for amy version of utili- 
tarianism—in addition to those which I noticed earlier. Utilitarianism cannot accommo- 
date the distinction between goods internal to and goods external to a practice. Not only 
is that distinction marked by none of the classical utilitarians—it cannot be found in Ben- 
tham’s writings nor in those of either of the Mills or of Sidgwick—but internal goods and 
external goods are not commensurable with each other. Hence the notion of summing 
goods—and a fortiori in the light of what I have said about kinds of pleasure and enjoy- 
ment the notion of summing happiness—in terms of one single formula or conception of 
utility, whether it is Franklin’s or Bentham’s or Mill’s, makes no sense. None the less we 
ought to note that although ż%żs distinction is alien to J. S. Mill’s thought, it is plausible 
and in no way patronising to suppose that something like this is the distinction which he 
was trying to make in Utilitarianism when he distinguished between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ 
pleasures. At the most we can say ‘something like this’; for J. S. Mill’s upbringing had 
given him a limited view of human life and powers, had unfitted him, for example, for ap- 
preciating games just because of the way it had fitted him for appreciating philosophy. 
None the less the notion that the pursuit of excellence in a way that extends human 
powers is at the heart of human life is instantly recognisable as at home in not only 
J. S. Mill’s political and social thought, but also in his and Mrs Taylor’s life. Were I to 
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choose human exemplars of certain of the virtues as I understand them, there would of 
course be many names to name, those of St Benedict and St Francis of Assisi and St Theresa 
and those of Frederick Engels and Eleanor Marx and Leon Trotsky among them. But that 
of John Stuart Mill would have to be there as certainly as any other. 

Thirdly my account is Aristotelian in that it links evaluation and explanation in a char- 
acteristically Aristotelian way. From an Aristotelian standpoint to identify certain actions 
as manifesting or failing to manifest a virtue or virtues is never only to evaluate; it is also 
to take the first step towards explaining why those actions rather than some others were 
performed. Hence for an Aristotelian quite as much as for a Platonist the fate of a city or 
an individual can be explained by citing the injustice of a tyrant or the courage of its de- 
fenders. Indeed without allusion to the place that justice and injustice, courage and cow- 
ardice play in human life very little will be genuinely explicable. It follows that many of 
the explanatory projects of the modern social sciences, a methodological canon of which is 
the separation of ‘the facts —this conception of ‘the facts’ is the one which I delineated in 
Chapter 7—from all evaluation, are bound to fail. For the fact that someone was or failed 
to be courageous or just cannot be recognised as ‘a fact’ by those who accept that methodo- 
logical canon. The account of the virtues which I have given is completely at one with 
Aristotle’s on this point. But now the question may be raised: your account may be in 
many respects Aristotelian, but is it not in some respects false? Consider the following im- 
portant objection. 

I have defined the virtues partly in terms of their place in practices. But surely, it may 
be suggested, some practices—that is, some coherent human activities which answer to 
the description of what I have called a practice—are evil. So in discussions by some moral 
philosophers of this type of account of the virtues it has been suggested that torture and 
sado-masochistic sexual activities might be examples of practices. But how can a disposi- 
tion be a virtue if it is the kind of disposition which sustains practices and some practices 
issue in evil? My answer to this objection falls into two parts. 

First I want to allow that there may be practices—in the sense in which I understand 
the concept—which simply are evil. I am far from convinced that there are, and I do not 
in fact believe that either torture or sado-masochistic sexuality answer to the description 
of a practice which my account of the virtues employs. But I do not want to rest my case 
on this lack of conviction, especially since it is plain that as a matter of contingent fact 
many types of practice may on particular occasions be productive of evil. For the range of 
practices includes the arts, the sciences and certain types of intellectual and athletic game. 
And it is at once obvious that any of these may under certain conditions be a source of evil: 
the desire to excel and to win can corrupt, a man may be so engrossed by his painting that 
he neglects his family, what was initially an honourable resort to war can issue in savage 
cruelty. But what follows from this? 

It certainly is not the case that my account entails either that we ought to excuse or con- 
done such evils or that whatever flows from a virtue is right. I do have to allow that courage 
sometimes sustains injustice, that loyalty has been known to strengthen a murderous ag- 
gressor and that generosity has sometimes weakened the capacity to do good. But to deny 
this would be to fly in the face of just those empirical facts which I invoked in criticising 
Aquinas’ account of the unity of the virtues. That the vircues need initially to be defined 
and explained with reference to the notion of a practice thus in no way entails approval of 
all practices in all circumstances. That the virtues—as the objection itself presupposed— 
ave defined not in terms of good and right practices, but of practices, does not entail or 
imply that practices as actually carried through at particular times and places do not stand 
in need of moral criticism. And the resources for such criticism are not lacking. There is 
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in the first place no inconsistency in appealing to the requirements of a virtue to criticise 
a practice. Justice may be initially defined as a disposition which in its particular way is 
necessary to sustain practices; it does not follow that in pursuing the requirements of a 
practice violations of justice are not to be condemned. Moreover I already pointed out in 
Chapter 12 that a morality of virtues requires as its counterpart a conception of moral law. 
Its requirements too have to be met by practices. But, it may be asked, does not all this 
imply that more needs to be said about the place of practices in some larger moral con- 
text? Does not this at least suggest that there is more to the core concept of a virtue than 
can be spelled out in terms of practices? I have after all emphasised that the scope of any 
virtue in human life extends beyond the practices in terms of which it is initially defined. 
What then is the place of the virtues in the larger arenas of human life? 

I stressed earlier that any acocount of the virtues in terms of practices could only be a 
partial and first account. What is required to complement it? The most notable difference 
so far between my account and any account that could be called Aristotelian is that al- 
though I have in no way restricted the exercise of the virtues to the context of practices, 
it is in terms of practices that I have located their point and function. Whereas Aristotle 
locates that point and function in terms of the notion of a type of whole human life which 
can be called good. And it does seem that the question ‘What would a human being lack 
who lacked the virtues?’ must be given a kind of answer which goes beyond anything 
which I have said so far. For such an individual would not merely fail ¿n a variety of par- 
ticular ways in respect of the kind of excellence which can be achieved through participa- 
tion in practices and in respect of the kind of human relationship required to sustain such 
excellence. His own life viewed as a whole would perhaps be defective; it would not be the 
kind of life which someone would describe in trying to answer the question ‘What is the 
best kind of life for this kind of man or woman to live?’ And that question cannot be an- 
swered without at least raising Aristotle’ own question, ‘What is the good life for man?’ 
Consider three ways in which a human life informed only by the conception of the virtues 
sketched so far would be defective. 

It would be pervaded, first of all, by too many conflicts and too much arbitrariness. I ar- 
gued earlier that it is a merit of an account of the virtues in terms of a multiplicity of goods 
that it allows for the possibility of tragic conflict in a way in which Aristotle’s does not. 
But it may also produce even in the life of someone who is virtuous and disciplined too 
many occasions when one allegiance points in one direction, another in another. The claims 
of one practice may be incompatible with another in such a way that one may find oneself 
oscillating in an arbitrary way, rather than making rational choices. So it seems to have 
been with T. E. Lawrence. Commitment to sustaining the kind of community in which 
the virtues can flourish may be incompatible with the devotion which a particular 
practice—of the arts, for example—requires. So there may be tensions between the claims 
of family life and those of the arts—the problem that Gauguin solved or failed to solve by 
fleeing to Polynesia, or between the claims of politics and those of the arts—the problem 
that Lenin solved or failed to solve by refusing to listen to Beethoven. 

If the life of the virtues is continuously fractured by choices in which one allegiance 
entails the apparently arbitrary renunciation of another, it may seem that the goods in- 
ternal to practices do after all derive their authority from our individual choices; for when 
different goods summon in different and in incompatible directions, ‘I’ have to choose be- 
tween their rival claims. The modern self with its criterionless choices apparently reap- 
pears in che alien context of what was claimed to be an Aristotelian world. This accusa- 
tion might be rebutted in part by returning to the question of why both goods and virtues 
do have authority in our lives and repeating what was said earlier in this chapter. But this 
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reply would only be partly successful; the distinctively modern notion of choice would 
indeed have reappeared, even if with a more limited scope for its exercise than it has 
usually claimed. 

Secondly without an overriding conception of the ¢e/os of a whole human life, con- 
ceived as a unity, our conception of certain individual virtues has to remain partial and 
incomplete. Consider two examples. Justice, on an Aristotelian view, is defined in terms 
of giving each person his or her due or desert. To deserve well is to have contributed in 
some substantial way to the achievement of those goods, the sharing of which and the 
common pursuit of which provide foundations for human community. But the goods in- 
ternal to practices, including the goods internal to the practice of making and sustain- 
ing forms of community, need to be ordered and evaluated in some way if we are to as- 
sess relative desert. Thus only substantive application of an Aristotelian concept of 
justice requires an understanding of goods and of the good that goes beyond the multi- 
plicity of goods which inform practices. As with justice, so also with patience. Patience 
is the virtue of waiting attentively without complaint, but not of waiting thus for any- 
thing at all. To treat patience as a virtue presupposes some adequate answer to the ques- 
tion: waiting for what? Within the context of practices a partial, although for many pur- 
poses adequate, answer can be given: the patience of a craftsman with refractory material, 
of a teacher with a slow pupil, of a politician in negotiations, are all species of patience. 
But what if the material is just too refractory, the pupil too slow, the negotiations too 
frustrating? Ought we always at a certain point just to give up in the interests of the 
practice itself? The medieval exponents of the virtue of patience claimed that there are 
certain types of situation in which the virtue of patience requires that I do not ever give 
up on some person or task, situations in which, as they would have put it, I am required 
to embody in my attitude to that person or task something of the patient attitude of 
God towards his creation. But this could only be so if patience served some overriding 
good, some #e/os which warranted putting other goods in a subordinate place. Thus it 
turns out that the content of the virtue of patience depends upon how we order various 
goods in a hierarchy and a fortiori on whether we are able rationally so to order these par- 
ticular goods. 

I have suggested so far that unless there is a e/os which transcends the limited goods of 
practices by constituting the good of a whole human life, the good of a human life con- 
ceived as a unity, it will both be the case that a certain subversive arbitrariness will invade 
the moral life and that we shall be unable to specify the context of certain virtues ade- 
quately. These two considerations are reinforced by a third: that there is at least one virtue 
recognised by the tradition which cannot be specified at all except with reference to the 
wholeness of a human life—the virtue of integrity or constancy. ‘Purity of heart,’ said 
Kierkegaard, ‘is to will one thing.’ This notion of singleness of purpose in a whole life can 
have no application unless that of a whole life does. 

It is clear therefore that my preliminary account of the virtues in terms of practices cap- 
tures much, but very far from all, of what the Aristotelian tradition taught about the 
virtues. It is also clear that to give an account that is at once more fully adequate to the 
tradition and rationally defensible, it is necessary to raise a question to which the Aris- 
totelian tradition presupposed an answer, an answer so widely shared in the pre-modern 
world that it never had to be formulated explicitly in any detailed way. This question is: 
is it rationally justifiable to conceive of each human life as a unity, so that we may try to 
specify each such life as having its good and so that we may understand the virtues as hav- 
ing their function in enabling an individual to make of his or her life one kind of unity 
rather than another? 


35. JAMES RACHELS 


James Rachels is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. He ar- 
gues that a theory of virtuous character traits is best developed as a supplement to, rather than 
a replacement for, a theory of obligatory actions. 


The Ethics of Virtue 


The concepts of obligation, and duty—moral obligation and moral duty, that is to say—and 
of what is morally right and wrong, and of the moral sense of “ought,” ought to be jettisoned. 

. It would be a great improvement if, instead of “morally wrong,” one always named a 
genus such as “untruthful,” “unchaste,” “unjust.” 


—G. E. M. ANSCOMBE, Modern Moral Philosophy (1958) 


THE ETHICS OF VIRTUE AND THE 
ETHICS OF RIGHT ACTION 


"eÁ 
(ca. 22 B-C,)n theg 


Kar good of man?” and his answer is eres 


CU EE 


| | , and Bosch with 
a keen eye for the Ta: A much space to discussing suc particular virtues as 
courage, self-control, generosity, and truthfulness. The good man is the man of virtuous 
character, he says, and so the virtues are taken to be the subject-matter of ethics. 

Although this way of thinking is closely identified with Aristotle, it was not unique to 
him—it was also the approach taken by Socrates, Plato, and a host of other ancient 
thinkers. They all approached the subject by asking: What traits of character make one a good 
person? and as a result “the virtues” occupied center stage in all of their discussions. 

As time passed, however, this way of thinking about ethics came to be neglected. With 
the coming of Christianity a new set of ideas was introduced. The Christians, like the Jews, 
were monotheists who viewed God as a lawgiver, and for them righteous living meant obe- 
dience to the divine commandments. The Greeks had viewed reason as the source of prac- 
tical wisdom—the virtuous life was, for them, inseparable from the life of reason. Bu 


From James Rachels, Elements of Moral Philosophy, pp. 159-179. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978). Reproduced with 
permission of The McGraw-Hill Companies. 
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uissance, moral philosophy began to be secularized once again, but phi- 
losophers did not return to the Greek way of thinking. Instead, the Divine Law was re- 
he Moral Law, which 


placed by its secular equivalent, something called th 
: | reas er th r, was conceived to be 


was Sue to s 

. | ht. Our = as mai agents, it was said, is 
to fol! es. Thus modern aor phi osophers approached their subject by ask- 
ing a naenemally diereh question than the one that had been asked by the ancients. 
Instead of asking: What traits of character make one a good person? they began by asking: 


Each person ought to do whatever will best promote his or her own interests. (Ethical Egoism) 
We ought to do whatever will promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number. (Utili- 
tarianism) 

e Our duty is to follow rules that we could consistently will to be universal laws—that is, rules 
that we would be willing to have followed by all people in all circumstances. (Kant’s theory) 


e The right thing to do is to follow the rules that rational, self-interested people can agree to 
establish for their mutual benefit. (The Social Contract Theory) 


And these are the familiar theories that have dominated modern moral philosophy from 
the seventeenth century on. 


SHOULD WE RETURN TO THE 
ETHICS OF VIRTUE? 


Recently a number of philosophers have advanced a radical idea; they have suggested that 
modern moral philosophy is bankrupt and that, in order to salvage the subject, we should 


return to Aristotle’s way of thinking. 
This idea was first put forth in "1958 when the distinguishe 
G. E. M. Anscombe published an article pai "m the academic 


prg A ii In Dii article she sı 


blinion, ry and ates on witch modern moral philosophers have concentrated 
their attention, are aan ssas to this nonsensical idea. Therefore, she concluded, we 


This means that the ept of virtue sh ; 

In the wake of TR Sat s article a flood of books ahd essays RA discussing the 
virtues, and “virtue theory” soon became a major option in contemporary moral philos- 
ophy. There is, however, no settled body of doctrine on which all these philosophers 
agree. Compared to such theories as Utilitarianism, virtue theory is still in a relatively 
undeveloped state. Yet the virtue theorists are united in believing that modern moral 
philosophy has been on the wrong track and that a radical reorientation of the subject is 
needed. 

In what follows we shall first take a look at i is like. Then we 
shall consider some of the reasons that have been given for thinking that the ethics of 
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virtue is superior to other, more modern ways of approaching the subject. And at the end 
we will consider whether a “return to the ethics of virtue” is really a viable option. 


THE VIRTUES 


virtues. Third, 


there should be an 


What Is Virtue? 


The first question that must be asked is: What is a virtue? Lusia © Suggested 9 one hosel 


This is a start, but it is not enough. It does not E virtues o vices, for vices 
are also traits of character manifested in habitual action. Edmund L. Pincoffs, a philosopher 
at the in of Texas, has made a suggestion that takes care AOU us iaa) ine 


CS a: ee sorts of persons we haa ae shee we avoid,” he says. “The 


properties on our list [of virtues and vices} can serve as reasons for preference or avoidance.” 

We seek out people for different purposes, and this makes a difference to the virtues 
that are relevant. In looking for an auto mechanic, we want someone who is skillful, hon- 
est, and conscientious; in looking for a teacher, we want someone who is knowledgeable, 
articulate, and patient. Thus the virtues associated with auto repair are different from the 
virtues associated with teaching. But we also assess people as people, in a more general way: 
and so we have the concept, not just of a good mechanic or a good teacher, but of a good 
person. The moral virtues are the virtues of persons as such. 


Taking our cue from Pincoffs, then, we may define a virtue as æ trait of character, mani- 


: — What Are the Virtues? 


What, then, ave the virtues? Which traits of character should be fostered in human be- 
ings? There is no short answer, but the following is a partial list: 


: 

| enevolence fairness reasonableness 

: civility friendliness self-confidence 

compassion generosity self-control 
conscientiousness honesty self-discipline 
cooperativeness industriousness self-reliance 
courage justice tactfulness 
courteousness loyalty thoughtfulness 


dependability moderation tolerance 
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The list could be expanded, of course, with other traits added. But this is a reasonable 
start. 


What Do These Virtues Consist InP 


It is one thing to say, in a general way, that we should be conscientious and compassion- 
ate; it is another thing to try to say exactly what these character traits consist in. Each of 
the virtues has its own distinctive features and raises its own distinctive problems. There 
isn’t enough space here to consider all the items on our list, but we may examine four of 
them briefly. 


1. Courage. According to Aristotle, virtues are mea S; a virtue 
to run away f O all danger: vet it is foolhardy to risk too mu h. 


Courage is sometimes said to be a military virtue because it is so obviously needed to 
accomplish the soldier’s task. Soldiers do battle; battles are fraught with danger; and so 
without courage the battle will be lost. But soldiers are not the only ones who need 
courage. Courage is needed by anyone who faces danger—and at different times this 
includes all of us. A scholar who spends his timid and safe life studying medieval litera- 
ture might seem the very opposite of a soldier. Yet even he might become ill and need 
courage to face a dangerous operation. As Peter Geach (a contemporary British philoso- 
pher) puts it: 


Courage is what we all need in the end, and it is constantly needed in the ordinary course of 
life: by women who are with child, by all of us because our bodies are vulnerable, by coal- 
miners and fishermen and steel-workers and lorry-drivers. 


So long as we consider only “the ordinary course of life,” the nature of courage seems 
unproblematic. But unusual circumstances present more troublesome types of cases. Con- 
sider a Nazi soldier, for example, who fights valiantly—he faces great risk without flinch- 
ing—but he does so in an evil cause. Is he courageous? Geach holds that, contrary to ap- 
pearances, the Nazi soldier does not really possess the virtue of courage at all. “Courage in 
an unworthy cause,” he says, “is no virtue; still less is courage in an evil cause. Indeed I 
prefer not to call this non-virtuous facing of danger ‘courage.”” 

It is easy to see Geach’s point. Calling the Nazi soldier “courageous” seems to praise his 

performance, and we should not want to praise it. Instead we would rather he behaved dif- 
ferently. Yet neither does it seem quite right to say that he is mot courageous—after all, 
look at how he behaves in the face of danger. To get around this problem perhaps we should 
just say that he displays two qualities of character, one that is admirable (steadfastness in 
facing danger) and one that is not (a willingness to defend a despicable regime). He is 
courageous all right, and courage is an admirable thing; but because his courage is de- 
ployed in an evil cause, his behavior is on the whole wicked. 
Cig Generosity is the willingness to expend one’s resources to help others. 
Aristotle says that, like courage, it is also a mean between extremes: it stands somewhere 
between stinginess and extravagance. The stingy person gives too little, the extravagant 
person gives too much. But how much is enough? 

The answer will depend to some extent on what general ethical view we accept. Jesus, 
another important ancient teacher, said that we must give all we have to help the poor. 
The possession of riches, while the poor starve, was in his view unacceptable. This was re- 
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garded by those who heard him as a hard teaching and it was generally rejected. It is still 
rejected by most people today, even by those who consider themselves to be his followers. 

The modern utilitarians, are, in this regard at least, Jesus’ moral descendants. They hold 
that in every circumstance it is one’s duty to do whatever will have the best overall con- 
sequences for everyone concerned. This means that we should be generous with our money 
until the point has been reached at which further giving would be more harmful to us than 
it would be helpful to others. 

Why do people resist this idea? Partly it may be a matter of selfishness; we do not want 
to make ourselves poor by giving away what we have. But there is also the problem that 
adopting such a policy would prevent us from living normal lives. Not only money but 
time is involved. Our lives consist in projects and relationships that require a considerable 
investment of both. An ideal of “generosity” that demands spending our money and time 
as Jesus and the utilitarians recommend would require that we abandon our everyday lives 
and live very differently. 

A reasonable interpretation of the demands of generosity might, therefore, be some- 
thing like this: we should be as generous with our resources as is consistent with con- 
ducting our ordinary lives in a minimally satisfying way. Even this, though, will leave us 
with some awkward questions. Some people’s “ordinary lives” are quite extravagant— 
think of a rich person whose everyday life includes luxuries without which he would feel 
deprived. The virtue of generosity, it would seem, cannot exist in the context of a life that 
is too sumptuous, especially when there are others about whose basic needs are unmet. To 
make this a “reasonable” interpretation of the demands of generosity, we need a concep- 
tion of ordinary life that is itself not too extravagant. 

onesty. The honest person is, first of all, someone who de lie. But is that 
enough? There are other ways of misleading people than Bf Mine Eeh Aig the story of 
St. Athanasius, who “was rowing on a river when the persecutors came rowing in the op- 
posite direction: ‘Where is the traitor Athanasius?’ ‘Not far away,’ the Saint gaily replied, 
and rowed past them unsuspected.” 

Geach approves of Athanasius’s deception even though he thinks it would have been 
wrong to tell an outright lie. Lying, Geach thinks, is always forbidden: a person possess- 
ing the virtue of honesty will not even consider it. Indeed, on his view that is what the 
virtues are: they are dispositions of character that simply rule out actions that are incom- 
patible with them. Honest people will not lie, and so they will have to find other ways to 
deal with difficult situations. Athanasius was clever enough to do so. He told the truth, 
even if it was a deceptive truth. 

Of course, it is hard to see why Athanasius’s deception was not also dishonest. What 
nonarbitrary principle would approve of misleading people by one means but not by an- 
other? But whatever we think about this, De eo Sey ieee is — virtue on 
adherence to absolute rules. ce ty, we istinguish tw : 


~ matter: 


1. That an honest person will never lie 
and 


2. That an honest person will never lie except in rare circumstances when there are compelling 
reasons why it must be done. 


There is no obvious reason why the first view must be accepted. On the contrary, there is 
reason to favor the second. To see why, we need only to consider why lying is a bad thing 
in the first place. The explanation might go like this: 
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tion. We talk to one another, read one another’s writing, exchange information and opin- 
ions, express our desires to one another, make promises, ask and answer questions, and 
much more. Without these sorts of interchanges, social living would be impossible. But 
in order for these interchanges to be successful, we must be able to assume that there are 
certain rules in force: we must be eh to rely on one pe to T ak 
Moreover, | , i we erable 
our welfare in their hands, If they speak cuthflly. all is wel Bit if they lie, we end up 
3 | e act on those L e p doing foolish things. It is their 
sabi we mised them, and hey let us vias This gare ate ie given the lie is dis- 
tinctively offensive. It is at bottom a violation of trust. (It also explains, incidentally, why 
lies and “deceptive truths” may seem morally indistinguishable. Both may violate trust in 
the same fashion.) 
None of this, however, implies that honesty is the only important value or that we 
have an obligation to deal honestly with everyone who comes along, regardless of who they 
are and what racy are eee rons 


f 3 7 When this comes into conflict 
119 the rule against niet à it is not mile acl to think it takes priority. Suppose St. 
Athanasius had told the persecutors “I don’t know him,” and as a result they went off on 
a wild goose chase. Later, could they sensibly complain that he had violated their trust? 
Wouldn’t they have forfeited any right they might have had to the truth from him when 
they set out unjustly to persecute him? 

4. Loyalty to Family and Friends. At the beginning of Plato's dialogue Eathyphro Socrates 
learns that Euthyphro, whom he has encountered near the entrance to the court, has come 
there to prosecute his father for murder. Socrates expresses surprise at this and wonders 
whether it is proper for a son to bring charges against his father. Euthyphro sees no im- 
propriety, however: for him, a murder is a murder. Unfortunately, the question is left un- 
resolved as their discussion moves on to other matters. 

The idea that there is something morally special about family and friends is, of course, 
familiar. We do not treat our family and friends as we would treat strangers. We are bound 
to them by love and affection and we do things for them that we would not do for just 
anybody. But this is not merely a matter of our being nicer to people we like. The nature 
of our relationships with family and friends is different from our relationships with other 


Le and part of the difference is that totaal: are different. This 


. How could I be your friend and yet have 


no diiy to treat you wi special Eran 
If we needed proof that humans are essentially social creatures, the existence of friend- 


> ship would supply all we could want. As si eu a a 


How could prosperity be safeguarded and preserved without friends? The greater it is the 
greater are the risks it brings with it. Also, in poverty and all other kinds of misfortune men 
believe that their only refuge consists in their friends. Friends help young men avoid error; 
to older people they give the care and help needed to supplement the failing powers of ac- 
tion which infirmity brings. 


Friends give help, to be sure, but the benefits of friendship go far beyond material as- 


sistance. sis ag ath we would be a without friends. Our triumphs seem hollow © 
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. Even our self-esteer pends in |: easure on th ura 
by returning our affection, hey mo re our SESS as ahaa Ea 

If we need friends, we need no less the qualities of character that enable us to dea friend. 
Near the top of the list is loyalty. Friends can be counted on. They stick by one another 
even when the going is hard, and even when, objectively speaking, the friend might de- 
serve to be abandoned. They make allowances for one another; they forgive offenses and 
they refrain from harsh judgments. There are limits, of course: sometimes a friend will be 
the only one who can tell us hard truths about ourselves. But criticism is acceptable from 
friends because we know that, even if they scold us privately, they will not embarrass us 
in front of others. 

None of this is to say that we do not have duties to other people, even to strangers. But 
they are different duties, associated with different virtues. Generalized beneficence is a 
virtue, and it may demand a great deal, but it does not require for strangers the same level 
of concern that we have for friends. Justice is another such virtue; it requires impartial 
treatment for all. But because friends are loyal, the demands of justice apply less certainly 
between them. 

That is why Socrates is surprised to learn that Euthyphro is prosecuting his father. The 
relationship that we have with members of our family may be even closer than that of 
friendship; and so, as much as we might admire his passion for justice, we still may be 
startled that Euthyphro could take the same attitude toward his father that he would take 
toward someone else who had committed the same crime. It seems inconsistent with the 
proper regard of a son. The point is still recognized by the law today. In the United States, 
as well as in some other countries, a wife cannot be compelled to testify in court against 
her husband, and vice versa. 


Why Are the Virtues Important? 


We said that virtues are traits of character that ¢ are good for people to have. This only raises 
the further question of why s are desirable. Why is it a good thing for a person 
to be courageous, generous, encit or ak The answer, of course, may vary depending 
on the particular virtue in question. Thus: 


e Courage is a good thing because life is full of dangers and without courage we would be un- 
able to cope with them. 

e Generosity is desirable because some people will inevitably be worse off than others and they 
will need help. 

e Honesty is needed because without it relations between people would go wrong in myriad 
ways. 

e Loyalty is essential to friendship—tfriends stick by one another, even when they are tempted 
to turn away. 


Looking at this list suggests that each virtue is valuable for a different reason. However, 

Aristotle believed it is possible to give a more general answer to our question: he thought 
that the virtuous person will fare better in life. The point is not that the virtuous will be 
richer—that is obviously not so, or at least it is not always so. The point is that the virtues 
are needed to conduct our lives well. _ 


To see what Aristotle is getting at, consider the kinds of creatures we are and the 


kinds of lives we lead. On the most general level, we are rational and social beings who 
AESA hE tombzihy BF ofereD, So we live in communities among 


CL L Ep aa 
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friends, family, and fellow citizens. 
honesty are needed for interacting with all those othe 25S 
difficulties that =r Ee eupeugatel by someone mE ee Sieerally amigo the oppo- 
site qualities in his or her social life.) On a more individual level, our separate lives 
might include working at a particular kind of job and having particular sorts of inter- 
ests. Other virtues may be necessary for successfully doing that job or pursuing those in- 
terests—perseverance and industriousness might be important. Again, it is part of our 
common human condition that we must sometimes face danger or temptation; and so 
courage and self-control are needed. The upshot is that, despite their differences, the 
virtues all have the same general sort of value: they are all qualities needed for success- 
ful human living. 


Are the Virtues the Same for Everyone? 


Finally, we may ask whether there is ove set of traits that is desirable for all people. Should 
we even speak of the good person, as though all good people come from a single mold? 
This assumption has often been challenged. Friedrich Nietzsche, for example, did not 
think that there is only one kind of human goodness. In his flamboyant way, Nietzsche 
observes: 


How naive it is altogether to say: “Man ought to be such-and-such!” Reality shows us an en- 
chanting wealth of types, the abundance of a lavish play and change of forms—and some 
wretched loafer of a moralist comments: “No! Man ought to be different.” He even knows 
what man should be like, this wretched bigot and prig: he paints himself on the wall and ex- 
claims, “Ecce homo!” 


There is obviously something to this. The scholar who devotes his life to understanding 
medieval literature and the professional soldier are very different kinds of people. A Vic- 
torian woman who would never expose a knee in public and a modern woman on a 
bathing-beach have very different standards of modesty. And yet all may be admirable in 
their own ways. 


_ cieties. After all, the kind of aut solosheentia , ETE p5 
EOE A A scolas fon is ane only i in a society that has institu- 


tions, such as universities, that define and make possible the life of a scholar. The same 
could be said of a football player, a priest, or an interior decorator. Societies provide sys- 
tems of values, institutions, and ways of life within which individual lives are fashioned. 
The traits of character that are needed to occupy these roles will differ, and so the traits 
needed to live successfully will differ. Thus the virtues will be different. In light of all this, 
why shouldn’t we just say that which qualities are virtues will depend on the ways of life 
that are created and sustained by particular societies? 
To this it may be countered that there are some 


sme tei tame he was probably right. Aristotle believed that we all- 


44 


gre O1 d ces. “One may observe,” he said, “in one’s 
ameles to distant countries the elias af recognition and affiliation that link every human 
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being to every other human being.” Even in the most disparate societies, people face the 
same basic problems and have the same basic needs. Thus: 


e Everyone needs courage, because no one (not even the scholar) is so safe that danger may not 
sometimes arise. 

e In every society there will be property to be managed, and decisions to be made about who 
gets what, and in every society there will be some people who are worse off than others; so 
generosity is always to be prized. 


e Honesty in speech is always a virtue because no society can exist without communication 
among its members. 


e Everyone needs friends, and to have friends one must be a friend; so everyone needs loyalty. 


This sort of list could—and in Aristotle’s hands it does—go on and on. 

To summarize, then, it may be true that in different societies the virtues are given some- 
what different interpretations, and different sorts of actions are counted as satisfying them; 
and it may be true that some people, because they lead particular sorts of lives in particu- 
lar sorts of circumstances, will have occasion to need some virtues more than others. But 
it cannot be right to say simply that whether any particular character trait is a virtue is 
never anything more than a matter of social convention. The major virtues are mandated 
not by social convention but by basic facts about our common human condition. 


SOME ADVANTAGES OF VIRTUE ETHICS 


As we noted above, s 


> other ways of thinkin . Why? A number of reasons have been suggested. 
Here are three of them. 


The ae EH. seem TRPP on this score. 


(ou ar i a ng illness. You are bored and restless, and 
so you are ae hike =e alae van have a good time chatting with him; 
his visit is just the tonic you needed. After a while you tell Smith how much you appre- 
ciate his coming: he really is a fine fellow and a good friend to take the trouble to come 
all the way across town to see you. But Smith demur rotests that 


me on is occasion he has decided it is his duty to visit you—perhaps because he KS 
of no one else who is more in need of cheering up or no one easier to get to. 

This example was suggested by Michael Stocker in an influential article that appeared 
in the Journal of Philosophy in 1976. Stocker comments aom spa you ah be mang dis- 


appointed to learn Smith’s motive; 


all value to you. You thought he was your steal bit now you lean HEE: maania 
says about Smith’s behavior: “aare theres somheng ae Here —and lacking ia 
moral merit or value.” 

Of course, there is nothing wrong with what Smith did. The problem is his motive. We 
value friendship, love, and respect; and we want our relationships with people to be based 
on mutual regard. Acting from an abstract sense of duty, or from a desire to “do the right 
thing,” is not the same. We would not want to live in a community of people who acted 


ae 


Ee nee 
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a from —_ motives, nor would we want to be such a person. N the nguu 


satisfactory account of th al life. For that, we need a theory that emphasizes personal 
ree aay as s friendship, l love, and loyalty—in other words, a theory of the virtues. 
about the “ideal” of impartiality. A dominant thee of Dga moral pipso: 


t tO ald t Jery S orte (Of the four the- 
ories of ‘ right a action” listed above, only Eehicl ip eth, a theory with few adherents, 
denies this.) John Stuart Mill put the point well when he wrote that “Utilitarianism re- 
quires {the moral agent] to be as strictly impartial as a benevolent and disinterested spec- 
tator.” The book you are now reading also treats impartiality as a fundamental moral re- 
quirement: in the first chapter impartiality was included as a part of the “minimum 
conception” of morality. 

It may be doubted, though, whether impartiality is really such an important feature of 
the moral life. Consider one’s relationships with family and friends. Are we really impar- 
tial where their interests are concerned? And should we be? A mother loves her children 
and cares for them in a way that she does not care for other children. She is partial to them 
through and through. But is there anything wrong with that? Isn’t it exactly the way a 
mother should be? Again, we love our friends and we are willing to do things for them that 
we gu not it do for na a Is there ayrim OEE h w On the contrary, it 


aE Eoy ‘hat emphasizes a virtues, however, can account we all aie very com- 
fortably. Some virtues are partial and some are not. Love and friendship involve partiality 
toward loved ones and friends; beneficence toward aaa in genia is also a virtue, but i it 
isa virtue ofa aia kind. at is needed, on this view, is not s e equire 
and TE ama 


virtue and some concerns voiced by inist thinkers. Feminists have argued that modern 
oral philosopl rates a subtle as. It isn’t just that the most renowned 
pean have all bani men, or aiat many of them have been guilty of sexist prejudice 


in what they have said about women. The ; 


To see the bias, we need first to notice that socia! 
public and private realms, with men in charge of public affairs ane women assigned re- 
sponsibility for life’s more personal and private dimensions. Men have dominated politi- 
cal and economic life, while women have been consigned to home and hearth. Why there 
has been this das ae would, ina different c context, leis a matter of some interest. Saia 


cause of his arrangement need not concern us. It is aoni to note that it has dxisae for 
a long time. 

The public and private realms each have their own distinctive concerns. In politics and 
business, one’s relations with other people are frequently impersonal and contractual. Often 
the relationship is adversarial—they have interests that conflict with our own. So we ne- 
gotiate; we bargain and make deals. Moreover, in public life our decisions may affect large 
numbers of people whom we do not even know. So we may try to calculate, in an impsonal 
way, which decisions will have the best overall outcome for the most people. 
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In the world of home and hearth, however, things are different. It is a smaller-scale en- 
vironment. In it, we are dealing mainly with family and friends, with whom our rela- 
tionships are more personal and intimate. Bargaining and calculating play a much smaller 
role. Relations of love and caring are paramount. 

Now with this in mind, think again about th 


perience is Baits Their theories emphasize ipa e uss contracts, the harmonization 
of pd interests, and the ete ge of costs and — The a 


a The theory of vir vay be seen as a cori A ee al 
make a place for the virtues of private mis as well a as E ERER difere virtues that are 
required by epic! life. It is no accid eS eS a | ET 
are now most act prom 


THE INCOMPLETENESS OF 
VIRTUE ETHICS 


The preceding arahen mA an impressive case fo two ee eae nsr that an 


ae | seal enose eted to dothie mis Bale hee 
a neglected t the @ “opic, shii is more, their k neglect h fae led a sometimes to embrace 
: Ne o 7 acter. Suppose we accept these conclusions. 


K here do we go Tha here? 

One way of proceeding would be to develop a theory that combines the best features of 
the right action approach with insights drawn from the virtues approach—we might try 
to improve utilitarianism, Kantianism, and the like by adding to them a better account 
of moral character. Our total theory would then include an account of the virtues, but that 
account would be offered only as a supplement to a theory of right action. This sounds 
sensible, and if such a project could be carried out successfully, there would obviously be 
much to be said in its favor. 

Some virtue theorists, however, have suggested that we should proceed differently. They 
have argued that the ethics of virtue should be considered as an alternative to the other sorts 
of theories—as an independent theory of ethics that is complete in itself. We might call 
this “radical virtue ethics.” Is this a viable view? 


Virtue and Conduct 


As we have seen, theories that emphasize right a em incomp because they 1 
tion of characcer 16s central concen Bi Gom as a man virtue pamapa runs win hps of f being 
way. Moral problems are frequently problems about what we 


Foulds 5 It is not apa how, according to virtue theory, we should go about deciding 
what to do. What can this approach tell us about the assessment, not of character, but of 


action? 
d. If a theory of 
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, then when the as- 
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sessment of action is at issue the resources of the total theory will be brought into play 
and some version of utilitarian or Kantian policies (for example) will be recommended. On 
the other hand, if the theory of virtue is offered as an independent theory intended to be 
complete in itself, more drastic steps must be taken. Either the theory will have to jetti- 
son the notion of “right action” altogether or it will have to give some account of the no- 
tion derived from the conception of virtuous character. 

ee it sounds a at first like a crazy idea, so j 


‘iat sorted a a great ae =e we Sped using suhi notions altogether. We could 
still assess conduct as better or worse, she says, but we would do so in other terms. Instead 
of saying that an action was “morally wrong” we would simply say that it was “untruth- 
ful” or “unjust”—terms derived from the vocabulary of virtue. On her view, we need not 
say anything more than this to explain why an action is to be rejected. 

But it is not really necessary for radical virtue theorists to jettison such notions as 
“morally right.” Such notions can be retained but given a new interpretation within the 
virtue framework. This might be done as follows. First, it could be sa: ctions 4 


— However, the reasons cited will all be reason 
sons in favor of ere an act Fill be that it is honest, or generous, or fair, and the like; 
while the reasons against doing it will be that it is dishonest, or stingy, or unfair, and the 
like. This analysis could be summed up by saying that our duty is to act virtuously—the 
“right thing to do,” in other words, is whatever a virtuous person would do. 


The Problem of Incompleteness 


We have now sketched the radical virtue theorist’s way of understanding what we ought 
to do. Is tiat Tooele sufficient? The principal problem for the theory is the prob- _ 


First, « amie what it would mean in the case of a typical virtue—the virtue of hon- 
esty. Suppose a person is tempted to lie, perhaps because lying offers some advantage ina 
particular situation. The reason he or she should not lie, according to the radical virtue 
ethics approach, is simply because doing so would be dishonest. This sounds reasonable 
enough. But what does it mean to be honest? Isn’t an honest person simply one who fol- 
lows such rules as “Do not lie”? It is hard to see what honesty consists in if it is not the 
disposition to follow such rules. 
But we cannot avoid per why adh, rules are Ta Why shouldn't a person lie, 
specially wh re is some advantage to ra ine ym it? Plainly we need an answer 
Anes goes bewend de simple ebseevdtton that eins so would be incompatible with hav- 
ing a particular character trait; we need an explanation of why it is better to have this trait 
than its opposite. Possible answers might be that a policy of truth-telling is on the whole 
to one’s own advantage; or that it promotes the general welfare; or that it is needed by peo- 
ple who must live together relying on one another. The first explanation looks suspiciously 
like Ethical Egoism; the second is utilitarian; and the third recalls contractarian ways of 
thinking. In any case, giving any explanation at all seems to take us beyond the limits of 
unsupplemented virtue theory. 


Second, it is difficult to see how u 
_ moral conflict. Suppose you must choose between A and B, when it would 1 be pean s 
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kind to do A, and honest but unkind to do B. (An example might be telling the truth in 
circumstances that would be hurtful to someone.) Honesty and kindness are both virtues, 
and so there are reasons both for and against each alternative. But you must do one or the 
other—you must either tell the truth, and be unkind, or not tell the truth, and be dis- 
honest. So which should you do? The admonition t to act Semen does not, by itself, offer 

ch virtue takes prec ce. It seems that we 


much help. It = LD yan dape whi 
need some en 


Is There a Virtue That Matches Every Morally 
Good Reason for Doing Something? 


The problem of incompleteness points toward a more general theoretical difficulty for the 
radical virtue ethics approach. As we have seen, according to this approach the reasons for 
or against doing an action must always be associated with one or more virtues. Thus radi- 
cal virtue ethics is committed to the idea that for any good reason that may be given in favor 
of doing an action, there is a corresponding virtue that consists in the disposition to accept and act on 
that reason. But this does not appear to be true. 

Suppose, for example, that you are a legislator and you must decide how to allocate 
funds for medical research—there isn’t enough money for everything, and you must decide 
whether to invest resources in AIDS research or in some other worthy project. And suppose 
you decide it is best in these circumstances to do what will benefit the most people. Is there 
a virtue that matches the disposition to do this? If there is, perhaps it should be called “act- 
ing like a utilitarian.” Or, to return to our example of moral conflicts—is there a virtue con- 
nected with every principle that can be invoked to resolve conflicts between the other 
virtues? If there is, perhaps it is the “virtue” of wisdom—which is to say, the ability to fig- 
ure out and do what is on the whole best. But this gives away the game. If we posit such 
“virtues” only to make all moral decision making fit into the preferred framework, we will 
have saved radical virtue ethics, but at the cost of abandoning its central idea. 


Conclusion 


For these reasons, it seems best to peepd the theory 
of ethics rat hai i 


underlying rationale. The question, then, will be whether such a total view can accom- 
modate both an adequate conception of right action and a related conception of virtuous 
character in a way that does justice to both. 

I can see no reason why this is not possible. Our overall theory might begin by taking 
human welfare—or the welfare of all sentient creatures, for that matter—as the surpass- 
ingly important value. We might say that, from a moral point of view, we should want a 
society in which all people can lead happy and satisfying lives. We could then go on to 
consider both the question of what sorts of actions and social policies would contribute to 
this goal and the question of what qualities of character are needed to create and sustain 
individual lives. An inquiry into the nature of virtue could profitably be conducted from 
within the perspective that such a larger view would provide. Each could illuminate the 
other; and if each part of the overall theory has to be adjusted a bit here and there to ac- 
commodate the other, so much the better for truth. 
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Virginia Held is Professor of Philosophy at Hunter College and The Graduate School of the 
City University of New York. She examines how feminist philosophers are modifying moral 
concepts and theories that they find to have been constructed from a male perspective. 


Feminist Transformations of 


Moral Theory 


The history of philosophy, including the history of ethics, has been constructed from 
male points of view, and has been built on assumptions and concepts that are by no means 
gender-neutral.' Feminists characteristically begin with different concerns and give dif- 
ferent emphases to the issues we consider than do non-feminist approaches. And, as Lor- 
raine Code expresses it, “starting points and focal points shape the impact of theoretical 
discussion.”? Within philosophy, feminists often start with, and focus on, quite different 
issues than those found in standard philosophy and ethics, however “standard” is under- 
stood. Far from providing mere additional insights which can be incorporated into tradi- 
tional theory, feminist explorations often require radical transformations of existing fields 
of inquiry and theory.? From a feminist point of view, moral theory along with almost all 
theory will have to be transformed to take adequate account of the experience of women. 
I shall in this paper begin with a brief examination of how various fundamental aspects 

of the history of ethics have not been gender-neutral. And I shall discuss three issues where 
feminist rethinking is transforming moral concepts and theories. 


THE HISTORY OF ETHICS 


Consider the ideals embodied in the phrase “the man of reason.” As Genevieve Lloyd has 
told the story, what has been taken to characterize the man of reason may have changed 
from historical period to historical period, but in each, the character ideal of the man of 
reason has been constructed in conjunction with a rejection of whatever has been taken to 
be characteristic of the feminine. “Rationality,” Lloyd writes, “has been conceived as tran- 
scendence of the ‘feminine,’ and the ‘feminine’ itself has been partly constituted by its oc- 
currence within this structure.” 
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This has of course fundamentally affected the history of philosophy and of ethics. The 
split between reason and emotion is one of the most familiar of philosophical conceptions. 
And the advocacy of reason “controlling” unruly emotion, of rationality guiding respon- 
sible human action against the blindness of passion, has a long and highly influential his- 
tory, almost as familiar to non-philosophers as to philosophers. We should certainly now 
be alert to the ways in which reason has been associated with male endeavor, emotion with 
female weakness, and the ways in which this is of course not an accidental association. As 
Lloyd writes, “From the beginnings of philosophical thought, femaleness was symbolically 
associated with what Reason supposedly left behind—the dark powers of the earth god- 
desses, immersion in unknown forces asssociated with mysterious female powers. The early 
Greeks saw women’s capacity to conceive as Seeneltis them has the fertility of Nature. 
As Plato later expressed the thought, women ‘imitate the earth 

Reason, in asserting its claims and winning its status in tee history, was thought 
to have to conquer the female forces of Unreason. Reason and clarity of thought were early 
associated with maleness, and as Lloyd notes, “what had to be shed in developing cultur- 
ally prized rationality was, from the start, symbolically associated with femaleness.”° In 
later Greek philosophical thought, the form/matter distinction was articulated, and with 
a similar hierarchical and gendered association. Maleness was aligned with active, deter- 
minate, and defining form; femaleness with mere passive, indeterminate, and inferior mat- 
ter. Plato, in the Timaeus, compared the defining aspect of form with the father, and in- 
definite matter with the mother; Aristotle also compared the form/matter distinction with 
the male/female distinction. To quote Lloyd again, “This comparison . . . meant that the 
very nature of knowledge was implicitly associated with the extrusion of what was sym- 
bolically associated with the feminine.” 

The associations, between Reason, form, knowledge, and maleness, have persisted in 
various guises, and have permeated what has been thought to be moral knowledge as well 
as what has been thought to be scientific knowledge, and what has been thought to be the 
practice of morality. The associations between the philosophical concepts and gender can- 
not be merely dropped, and the concepts retained regardless of gender, because gender has 
been built into them in such a way that without it, they will have to be different concepts. 
As feminists repeatedly show, if the concept of “human” were built on what we think about 
“woman” rather than what we think about “man,” it would be a very different concept. 
Ethics, thus, has not been a search for universal, or truly human guidance, but a gender- 
biased enterprise. 

Other distinctions and associations have supplemented and reinforced the identification 
of reason with maleness, and of the irrational with the female; on this and other grounds 
“man” has been associated with the human, “woman” with the natural. Prominent among 
distinctions reinforcing the latter view has been that between the public and the private, 
because of the way they have been interpreted. Again, these provide as familiar and en- 
trenched a framework as do reason and emotion, and they have been as influential for non- 
philosophers as for philosophers. It has been supposed that in the public realm, man tran- 
scends his animal nature and creates human history. As citizen, he creates government and 
law; as warrior, he protects society by his willingness to risk death; and as artist or philoso- 
pher, he overcomes his human mortality. Here, in the public realm, morality should guide 
human decision. In the household, in contrast, it has been supposed that women merely 
“reproduce” life as natural, biological matter. Within the household, the “natural” needs 
of man for food and shelter are served, and new instances of the biological creature that 
man is are brought into being. But what is distinctively human, and what transcends any 
given level of development to create human progress, are thought to occur elsewhere. 
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This contrast was made highly explicit in Aristotle’s conceptions of polis and house- 
hold; it has continued to affect the basic assumptions of a remarkably broad swath of 
thought ever since. In ancient Athens, women were confined to the household; the public 
sphere was literally a male domain. In more recent history, though women have been per- 
mitted to venture into public space, the associations of the public, historically male sphere 
with the distinctively human, and of the household, historically a female sphere, with the 
merely natural and repetitious, have persisted. These associations have deeply affected 
moral theory, which has often supposed the transcendent, public domain to be relevant to 
the foundations of morality in ways that the natural behavior of women in the household 
could not be. To take some recent and representative examples, David Heyd, in his dis- 
cussion of supererogation, dismisses a mother’s sacrifice for her child as an example of the 
supererogatory because it belongs, in his view, to “the sphere of natural relationships and 
instinctive feelings (which lie outside morality).”* J. O. Urmson had earlier taken a simi- 
lar position. In his discussion of supererogation, Urmson said, “Let us be clear that we are 
not now considering cases of natural affection, such as the sacrifice made by a mother for 
her child; such cases may be said with some justice not to fall under the concept of mor- 
ality. . . .”? And in a recent article called “Distrusting Economics,” Alan Ryan argues 
persuasively about the questionableness of economics and other branches of the social sci- 
ences built on the assumption that human beings are rational, self-interested calculators; 
he discusses various examples of non self-interested behavior, such as of men in wartime, 
which show the assumption to be false, but nowhere in the article is there any mention of 
the activity of mothering, which would seem to be a fertile locus for doubts about the 
usual picture of rational man." Although Ryan does not provide the kind of explicit rea- 
son offered by Heyd and Urmson for omitting the context of mothering from considera- 
tion as relevant to his discussion, it is difficult to understand the omission without a com- 
parable assumption being implicit here, as it so often is elsewhere. Without feminist 
insistence on the relevance for morality of the experience in mothering, this context is 
largely ignored by moral theorists. And yet, from a gender-neutral point of view, how can 
this vast and fundamental domain of human experience possibly be imagined to lie “out- 
side morality”? 

The result of the public/private distinction, as usually formulated, has been to privi- 
lege the points of view of men in the public domains of state and law, and later in the mar- 
ketplace, and to discount the experience of women. Mothering has been conceptualized as 
a primarily biological activity, even when performed by humans, and virtually no moral 
theory in the history of ethics has taken mothering, as experienced by women, seriously as 
a source of moral insight, until feminists in recent years have begun to. Women have 
been seen as emotional rather than as rational beings, and thus as incapable of full moral 
personhood. Women’s behavior has been interpreted as either “natural” and driven by in- 
stinct, and thus as irrelevant to morality and to the construction of moral principles, or it 
has been interpreted as, at best, in need of instruction and supervision by males better able 
to know what morality requires and better able to live up to its demands. 

The Hobbesian conception of reason is very different from the Platonic or Aristotelian 
conceptions before it, and from the conceptions of Rousseau or Kant or Hegel later; all have 
in common that they ignore and disparage the experience and reality of women. Consider 
Hobbes’s account of man in the state of nature contracting with other men to establish so- 
ciety. These men hypothetically come into existence fully formed and independent of one 
another, and decide on entering or staying outside of civil society. As Christine Di Stefano 
writes, “What we find in Hobbes’s account of human nature and political order is a vital 
concern with the survival of a self conceived in masculine terms. . . . This masculine 
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dimension of Hobbes’s atomistic egoism is powerfully underscored in his state of nature, 
which is effectively built on the foundation of denied maternity.” In The Citizen, where 
Hobbes gave his first systematic exposition of the state of nature, he asks us to “consider 
men as if but even now sprung out of the earth, and suddenly, like mushrooms, come to full 
maturity, without all kinds of engagement with each other.” As Di Stefano says, it is a most 
incredible and problematic feature of Hobbes’s state of nature that the men in it “are not born 
of, much less nurtured by, women, or anyone else.” To abstract from the complex web of 
human reality an abstract man for rational perusal, Hobbes has, Di Stefano continues, 
“expunged human reproduction and early nurturance, two of the most basic and typically 
female-identified features of distinctively human life, from his account of basic human na- 
ture. Such a strategy ensures that he can present a thoroughly atomistic subject. . . .”” 
From the point of view of women’s experience, such a subject or self is unbelievable and 
misleading, even as a theoretical construct. The Leviathan, Di Stefano writes, “is effectively 
comprised of a body politic of orphans who have reared themselves, whose desires are situ- 
ated within and reflect nothing but independently generated movement. . . . These es- 
sential elements are natural human beings conceived along masculine lines.”’® 

Rousseau, and Kant, and Hegel, paid homage to the emotional power, the aesthetic sen- 
sibility, and the familial concerns, respectively, of women. But since in their views mor- 
ality must be based on rational principle, and women were incapable of full rationality, or 
a degree or kind of rationality comparable to that of men, women were deemed, in the 
view of these moralists, to be inherently wanting in morality. For Rousseau, women must 
be trained from childhood to submit to the will of men lest their sexual power lead both 
men and women to disaster. For Kant, women were thought incapable of achieving full 
moral personhood, and women lose all charm if they try to behave like men by engaging 
in rational pursuits. For Hegel, women’s moral concern for their families could be ad- 
mirable in its proper place, but is a threat to the more universal aims to which men, as 
members of the state, should aspire.” 

These images, of the feminine as what must be overcome if knowledge and morality 
are to be achieved, of female experience as naturally irrelevant to morality, and of women 
as inherently deficient moral creatures, are built into the history of ethics. Feminists ex- 
amine these images, and see that they are not the incidental or merely idiosyncratic sup- 
positions of a few philosophers whose views on many topics depart far from the ordinary 
anyway. Such views are the nearly uniform reflection in philosophical and ethical theory 
of patriarchal attitudes pervasive throughout human history. Or they are exaggerations 
even of ordinary male experience, which exaggerations then reinforce rather than temper 
other patriarchal conceptions and institutions. They distort the actual experience and as- 
pirations of many men as well as of women. Annette Baier recently speculated about why 
it is that moral philosophy has so seriously overlooked the trust between human beings 
that in her view is an utterly central aspect of moral life. She noted that “the great moral 
theorists in our tradition not only are all men, they are mostly men who had minimal adult 
dealings with (and so were then minimally influenced by) women.”'* They were for the 
most part “clerics, misogynists, and puritan bachelors,” and thus it is not surprising that 
they focus their philosophical attention “so single-mindedly on cool, distanced relations 
between more or less free and equal adult strangers. . . .”" 

As feminists, we deplore the patriarchal attitudes that so much of philosophy and moral 
theory reflect. But we recognize that the problem is more serious even than changing those 
attitudes. For moral theory as so far developed is incapable of correcting itself without an 
almost total transformation. It cannot simply absorb the gender that has been “left be- 
hind,” even if both genders would want it to. To continue to build morality on rational 
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principles opposed to the emotions and to include women among the rational will leave 
no one to reflect the promptings of the heart, which promptings can be moral rather than 
merely instinctive. To simply bring women into the public and male domain of the polis 
will leave no one to speak for the household. Its values have been hitherto unrecognized, 
but they are often moral values. Or to continue to seek contractual restraints on the pur- 
suits of self-interest by atomistic individuals, and to have women join men in devotion to 
these pursuits, will leave no one involved in the nurturance of children and cultivation of 
social relations, which nurturance and cultivation can be of greatest moral import. 

There are very good reasons for women not to want simply to be accorded entry as 
equals into the enterprise of morality as so far developed. In a recent survey of types of 
feminist moral theory, Kathryn Morgan notes that “many women who engage in philo- 
sophical reflection are acutely aware of the masculine nature of the profession and tradi- 
tion, and feel their own moral concerns as women silenced or trivialized in virtually all the 
official settings that define the practice.” Women should clearly not agree, as the price of 
admission to the masculine realm of traditional morality, to abandon our own moral con- 
cerns as women. 

And so we are groping to shape new moral theory. Understandably, we do not yet have 
fully worked out feminist moral theories to offer. But we can suggest some directions our 
project of developing such theories is taking. As Kathryn Morgan points out, there is not 
likely to be a “star” feminist moral theorist on the order of a Rawls or Nozick: “There will 
be no individual singled out for two reasons. One reason is that vital moral and theoreti- 
cal conversations are taking place on a large dialectical scale as the feminist community 
struggles to develop a feminist ethic. The second reason is that this community of femi- 
nist theoreticians is calling into question the very model of the individualized autonomous 
self presupposed by a star-centered male-dominated tradition. . . . We experience it as 
a common labour, a commmon task.”?! 

The dialogues that are enabling feminist approaches to moral theory to develop are pro- 
ceeding. As Alison Jaggar makes clear in her useful overview of them, there is no unitary 
view of ethics that can be identified as “feminist ethics.” Feminist approaches to ethics 
share a commitment to “rethinking ethics with a view to correcting whatever forms of 
male bias it may contain.””? While those who develop these approaches are “united by a 
shared project, they diverge widely in their views as to how this project is to be accom- 
plished.” 

Not all feminists, by any means, agree that there are distinctive feminist virtues or 
values. Some are especially skeptical of the attempt to give positive value to such tradi- 
tional “feminine virtues” as a willingness to nurture, or an affinity with caring, or re- 
luctance to seek independence. They see this approach as playing into the hands of those 
who would confine women to traditional roles.“ Other feminists are skeptical of all 
claims about women as such, emphasizing that women are divided by class and race and 
sexual orientation in ways that make any conclusions drawn from “women’s experience” 
dubious.” 

Still, it is possible, I think, to discern various important focal points evident in current 
feminist attempts to transform ethics into a theoretical and practical activity chat could 
be acceptable from a feminist point of view. In the glimpse I have presented of bias in the 
history of ethics, I focused on what, from a feminist point of view, are three of its most 
questionable aspects: 1) the split between reason and emotion and the devaluation of emo- 
tion; 2) the public/private distinction and the relegation of the private to the natural; and 
3) the concept of the self as constructed from a male point of view. In the remainder of this 
article, I shall consider further how some feminists are exploring these topics. We are 
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showing how their previous treatment has been distorted, and we are trying to reenvision 
the realities and recommendations with which these aspects of moral theorizing do and 
should try to deal. 


I. REASON AND EMOTION 


In the area of moral theory in the modern era, the priority accorded to reason has taken 
two major forms. A) On the one hand has been the Kantian, or Kantian-inspired search 
for very general, abstract, deontological, universal moral principles by which rational be- 
ings should be guided. Kant’s Categorical Imperative is a foremost example: it suggests 
that all moral problems can be handled by applying an impartial, pure, rational principle 
to particular cases. It requires that we try to see what the general features of the problem 
before us are, and that we apply an abstract principle, or rules derivable from it, to this 
problem. On this view, this procedure should be adequate for all moral decisions. We 
should thus be able to act as reason recommends, and resist yielding to emotional incli- 
nations and desires in conflict with our rational wills. 

B) On the other hand, the priority accorded to reason in the modern era has taken a 
Utilitarian form. The Utilitarian approach, reflected in rational choice theory, recognizes 
that persons have desires and interests, and suggests rules of rational choice for maximiz- 
ing the satisfaction of these. While some philosophers in this tradition espouse egoism, 
especially of an intelligent and long-term kind, many do not. They begin, however, with 
assumptions that what are morally relevant are gains and losses of utility to theoretically 
isolatable individuals, and that the outcome at which morality should aim is the maxi- 
mization of the utility of individuals. Rational calculation about such an outcome will, in 
this view, provide moral recommendations to guide all our choices. As with the Kantian 
approach, the Utilitarian approach relies on abstract general principles or rules to be ap- 
plied to particular cases. And it holds that although emotion is, in fact, the source of our 
desires for certain objectives, the task of morality should be to instruct us on how to pur- 
sue those objectives most rationally. Emotional attitudes toward moral issues themselves 
interfere with rationality and should be disregarded. Among the questions Utilitarians can 
ask can be questions about which emotions to cultivate, and which desires to try to change, 
but these questions are to be handled in the terms of rational calculation, not of what our 
feelings suggest. 

Although the conceptions of what the judgments of morality should be based on, and 
of how reason should guide moral decision, are different in Kantian and in Utilitarian ap- 
proaches, both share a reliance on a highly abstract, universal principle as the appropriate 
source of moral guidance, and both share the view that moral problems are to be solved 
by the application of such an abstract principle to particular cases. Both share an admira- 
tion for the rules of reason to be appealed to in moral contexts, and both denigrate emo- 
tional responses to moral issues. 

Many feminist philosophers have questioned whether the reliance on abstract rules, 
rather than the adoption of more context-respectful approaches, can possibly be adequate 
for dealing with moral problems, especially as women experience them.” Though Kant- 
ians may hold that complex rules can be elaborated for specific contexts, there is never- 
theless an assumption in this approach that the more abstract the reasoning applied to a 
moral problem, the more satisfactory. And Utilitarians suppose that one highly abstract 
principle, the Principle of Utility, can be applied to every moral problem no matter what 
the context. 
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A genuinely universal or gender-neutral moral theory would be one which would take 
account of the experience and concerns of women as fully as it would take account of the 
experience and concerns of men. When we focus on the experience of women, however, we 
seem to be able to see a set of moral concerns becoming salient that differs from those of 
traditional or standard moral theory. Women’s experience of moral problems seems to lead 
us to be especially concerned with actual relationships between embodied persons, and 
with what these relationships seem to require. Women are often inclined to attend to 
rather than to dismiss the particularities of the context in which a moral problem arises. 
And we often pay attention to feelings of empathy and caring to suggest what we ought 
to do rather than relying as fully as possible on abstract rules of reason. 

Margaret Walker, for instance, contrasts feminist moral “understanding” with tradi- 
tional moral “knowledge.” She sees the components of the former as involving “attention, 
contextual and narrative appreciation, and communication in the event of moral deliber- 
ation.”?’ This alternative moral epistemology holds that “the adequacy of moral under- 
standing decreases as its form approaches generality through abstraction.” 

The work of psychologists such as Carol Gilligan and others has led to a clarification of 
what may be thought of as tendencies among women to approach moral issues differently. 
Rather than interpreting moral problems in terms of what could be handled by applying 
abstract rules of justice to particular cases, many of the women studied by Gilligan tended 
to be more concerned with preserving actual human relationships, and with expressing 
care for those for whom they felt responsible. Their moral reasoning was typically more 
embedded in a context of particular others than was the reasoning of a comparable group 
of men.” One should not equate tendencies women in fact display with feminist views, 
since the former may well be the result of the sexist, oppressive conditions in which 
women’s lives have been lived. But many feminists see our own consciously considered ex- 
perience as lending confirmation to the view that what has come to be called “an ethic of 
care” needs to be developed. Some think it should supersede “the ethic of justice” of tra- 
ditional or standard moral theory. Others think it should be integrated with the ethic of 
justice and rules. 

In any case, feminist philosophers are in the process of reevaluating the place of emo- 
tion in morality in at least two respects. First, many think morality requires the develop- 
ment of the moral emotions, in contrast to moral theories emphasizing the primacy of rea- 
son. As Annette Baier notes, the rationalism typical of traditional moral theory will be 
challenged when we pay attention to the role of parent. “It might be important,” she 
writes, “for father figures to have rational control over their violent urges to beat to death 
the children whose screams enrage them, but more than control of such nasty passions 
seems needed in the mother or primary parent, or parent-substitute, by most psychologi- 
cal theories. They need to love their children, not just to control their irritation.”* So the 
emphasis in many traditional theories on rational control over the emotions, “rather than 
on cultivating desirable forms of emotion,”*' is challenged by feminist approaches to 
ethics. 

Secondly, emotion will be respected rather than dismissed by many feminist moral 
philosophers in the process of gaining moral understanding. The experience and practice out 
of which feminist moral theory can be expected to be developed will include embodied feel- 
ing as well as thought. In a recent overview of a vast amount of writing, Kathryn Morgan 
states that “feminist theorists begin ethical theorizing with embodied, gendered subjects 
who have particular histories, particular communities, particular allegiances, and particular 
visions of human flourishing. The starting point involves valorizing what has frequently been 
most mistrusted and despised in the western philosophical tradition. . . .”* Among the 
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elements being reevaluated are feminine emotions. The “care” of the alternative feminist ap- 
proach to morality appreciates rather than rejects emotion. The caring relationships impor- 
tant to feminist morality cannot be understood in terms of abstract rules or moral reasoning. 
And the “weighing” so often needed between the conflicting claims of some relationships 
and others cannot be settled by deduction or rational calculation. A feminist ethic will not 
just acknowledge emotion, as do Utilitarians, as giving us the objectives toward which moral 
rationality can direct us. It will embrace emotion as providing at least a partial basis for mor- 
ality itself, and for moral understanding. 

Annette Baier stresses the centrality of trust for an adequate morality.” Achieving and 
maintaining trusting, caring, relationships is quite different from acting in accord with 
rational principles, or satisfying the individual desires of either self or other. Caring, em- 
pathy, feeling with others, being sensitive to each other’s feelings, all may be better guides 
to what morality requires in actual contexts than may abstract rules of reason, or rational 
calculation, or at least they may be necessary components of an adequate morality. 

The fear that a feminist ethic will be a relativistic “situation ethic” is misplaced. Some 
feelings can be as widely shared as are rational beliefs, and feminists do not see their views 
as reducible to “just another attitude.”™ In her discussion of the differences between femi- 
nist medical ethics and non-feminist medical ethics, Susan Sherwin gives an example of 
how feminists reject the mere case by case approach that has come to predominate in non- 
feminist medical ethics. The latter also rejects the excessive reliance on abstract rules char- 
acteristic of standard ethics, and in this way resembles feminist ethics. But the very focus 
on cases in isolation from one another deprives this approach from attending to general 
features in the institutions and practices of medicine that, among other faults, systemati- 
cally contribute to the oppression of women.” The difference of approach can be seen in 
the treatment of issues in the new reproductive technologies, where feminists consider how 
the new technologies may further decrease the control of women over reproduction. 

This difference might be thought to be one of substance rather than of method, but 
Sherwin shows the implications for method also. With respect to reproductive technolo- 
gies one can see especially clearly the deficiencies of the case by case approach: what needs 
to be considered is not only choice in the purely individualistic interpretation of the case 
by case approach, but control at a more general level and how it affects the structure of 
gender in society. Thus, a feminist perspective does not always counsel attention to spe- 
cific case vs. appeal to general considerations, as some sort of methodological rule. But the 
general considerations are often not the purely abstract ones of traditional and standard 
moral theory, they are the general features and judgments to be made about cases in ac- 
tual (which means, so far, patriarchal) societies. A feminist evaluation of a moral problem 
should never omit the political elements involved; and it is likely to recognize that po- 
litical issues cannot be dealt with adequately in purely abstract terms any more than can 
moral issues. 

The liberal tradition in social and moral philosophy argues that in pluralistic society 
and even more clearly in a pluralistic world, we cannot agree on our visions of the good 
life, on what is the best kind of life for humans, but we can hope to agree on the minimal 
conditions for justice, for coexistence within a framework allowing us to pursue our vi- 
sions of the good life.*° Many feminists contend that the commitment to justice needed 
for agreement in actual conditions on even minimal requirements of justice is as likely to 
demand relational feelings as a rational recognition of abstract principles. Human beings 
can and do care, and are capable of caring far more than at present, about the sufferings of 
children quite distant from them, about the prospects for future generations, and about 
the well-being of the globe. The liberal tradition’s mutually disinterested rational indi- 
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vidualists would seem unlikely to care enough to take the actions needed to achieve moral 
decency at a global level, or environmental sanity for decades hence, as they would seem 
unable to represent caring relationships within the family and among friends. As Annette 
Baier puts it, “A moral theory, it can plausibly be claimed, cannot regard concern for new 
and future persons as an optional charity left for those with a taste for it. If the morality 
the theory endorses is to sustain itself, it must provide for its own continuers, not just take 
out a loan on a carefully encouraged maternal instinct or on the enthusiasm of a self- 
selected group of environmentalists, who make it their business or hobby to be concerned 
with what we are doing to mother earth.””’ 

The possibilities as well as the problems (and we are well aware of some of them) in a 
feminist reenvisioning of emotion and reason need to be further developed, but we can al- 
ready see that the views of nonfeminist moral theory are unsatisfactory. 


Il. THE PUBLIC AND THE PRIVATE 


The second questionable aspect of the history of ethics on which I focused was its concep- 
tion of the distinction between the public and the private. As with the split between rea- 
son and emotion, feminists are showing how gender-bias has distorted previous concep- 
tions of these spheres, and we are trying to offer more appropriate understandings of 
“private” morality and “public” life. 

Part of what feminists have criticized has been the way the distinction has been ac- 
companied by a supposition that what occurs in the household occurs as if on an island be- 
yond politics, whereas the personal is highly affected by the political power beyond, from 
legislation about abortion to the greater earning power of men, to the interconnected di- 
vision of labor by gender both within and beyond the household, to the lack of adequate 
social protection for women against domestic violence.’ Of course we recognize that the 
family is not identical to the state, and we need concepts for thinking about the private 
or personal, and the public or political. But they will have to be very different from the 
traditional concepts. 

Feminists have also criticized deeper assumptions about what is distinctively human 
and what is “natural” in the public and private aspects of human life, and what is meant 
by “natural” in connection with women.” Consider the associations that have tradition- 
ally been built up: the public realm is seen as the distinctively human realm in which man 
transcends his animal nature, while the private realm of the household is seen as the natu- 
ral region in which women merely reproduce the species.*° These associations are extraor- 
dinarily pervasive in standard concepts and theories, in art and thought and cultural ideals, 
and especially in politics. 

Dominant patterns of thought have seen women as primarily mothers, and mothering 
as the performance of a primarily biological function. Then it has been supposed that while 
engaging in political life is a specifically human activity, women are engaged in an activ- 
ity which is not specifically human. Women accordingly have been thought to be closer 
to nature than men,“ to be enmeshed in a biological function involving processes more 
like those in which other animals are involved than like the rational discussion of the citi- 
zen in the polis, or the glorious battles of noble soldiers, or the trading and rational con- 
tracting of “economic man.” The total or relative exclusion of women from the domain of 
public life has then been seen as either inevitable or appropriate. 

The view that women are not determined by biology than are men is still extraordi- 
narily prevalent. It is as questionable from a feminist perspective as many other traditional 
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misinterpretations of women’s experience. Human mothering is an extremely different ac- 
tivity from the mothering engaged in by other animals. The work and speech of men is 
recognized as very different from what might be thought of as the “work” and “speech” of 
other animals. Human mothering is fully as different from animal mothering. Of course 
all human beings are animal as well as human. But to whatever extent it is appropriate 
to recognize a difference between “man” and other animals, so would it be appropriate 
to recognize a comparable difference between “woman” and other animals, and between 
the activities—including mothering—engaged in by women and the behavior of other 
animals. 

Human mothering shapes language and culture, it forms human social personhood, it 
develops morality. Animal behavior can be highly impressive and complex, but it does not 
have built into it any of the consciously chosen aims of morality. In creating human social 
persons, human mothering is different in kind from merely propagating a species. And 
human mothering can be fully as creative an activity as those activities traditionally 
thought of as distinctively human, because to create mew persons, and new types of persons, 
can surely be as creative as to make new objects, products, or institutions. Human moth- 
ering is no more “natural” or “primarily biological” than is any other human activity. 

Consider nursing an infant, often thought of as the epitome of a biological process with 
which mothering is associated and women are identified. There is no reason to think of 
human nursing as any more simply biological than there is to think of, say, a business- 
men’s lunch this way. Eating is a biological process, but what and how and with whom we 
eat are thoroughly cultural. Whether and how long and with whom a woman nurses an 
infant, are also human, cultural matters. If men transcend the natural by conquering new 
territory and trading with their neighbors and making deals over lunch to do so, women 
can transcend the natural by choosing not to nurse their children when they could, or 
choosing to nurse them when their culture tells them not to, or singing songs to their in- 
fants as they nurse, or nursing in restaurants to overcome the prejudices against doing so, 
or thinking human thoughts as they nurse, and so forth. Human culture surrounds and 
characterizes the activity of nursing as it does the activities of eating, or governing, or writ- 
ing, or thinking. 

We are continually being presented with images of the humanly new and creative as 
occurring in the public realm of the polis, or the realms of marketplace or of art and sci- 
ence outside the household. The very term ‘reproduction’ suggests mere repetition, the 
“natural” bringing into existence of repeated instances of the same human animal. But 
human reproduction is not repetition.” This is not to suggest that bringing up children 
in the interstices of patriarchal society, in society structured by institutions supporting 
male dominance, can achieve the potential of transformation latent in the activity of 
human mothering. But the activity of creating new social persons and new kinds of per- 
sons is potentially the most transformative human activity of all. And it suggests chat mor- 
ality should concern itself first of all with this activity, with what its norms and practices 
ought to be, and with how the institutions and arrangements throughout society and the 
world ought to be structured to facilitate the right kinds of development of the best kinds 
of new persons. The flourishing of children ought to be at the very center of moral and so- 
cial and political and economic and legal thought, rather than, as at present, at the pe- 
riphery, if attended to at all. 

Revised conceptions of public and private have significant implications for our con- 
ceptions of human beings and relationships between them. Some feminists suggest that 
instead of seeing human relationships in terms of the impersonal ones of the “public” 
sphere, as standard political and moral theory has so often done, we might consider seeing 
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human relationships in terms of those experienced in the sphere of the “private,” or of what 
these relationships could be imagined to be like in post-patriarchal society.® The tradi- 
tional approach is illustrated by those who generalize, to other regions of human life chan 
the economic, assumptions about “economic man” in contractual relations with other men. 
It sees such impersonal, contractual relations as paradigmatic, even, on some views, for 
moral theory. Many feminists, in contrast, consider the realm of what has been miscon- 
strued as the “private” as offering guidance to what human beings and their relationships 
should be like even in regions beyond those of family and friendship. Sara Ruddick looks 
at the implications of the practice of mothering for the conduct of peace politics.“ Mari- 
lyn Friedman and Lorraine Code consider friendship, especially as women understand it, 
as a possible model for human relationships.” Others see society as non-contractual rather 
than as contractual. 

Clearly, a reconceptualization is needed of the ways in which every human life is en- 
twined with personal and with social components. Feminist theorists are contributing 
imaginative work to this project. 


HI. THE CONCEPT OF SELF 


Let me turn now to the third aspect of the history of ethics which I discussed and which 
feminists are re-envisioning: the concept of self. One of the most important emphases in 
a feminist approach to morality is the recognition that more attention must be paid to the 
domain between, on the one hand, the self as ego, as self-interested individual, and, on the 
other hand, the universal, everyone, others in general.“ Traditionally, ethics has dealt with 
these poles of individual self and universal all. Usually, it has called for impartiality against 
the partiality of the egoistic self; sometimes it has defended egoism against claims for a 
universal perspective. But most standard moral theory has hardly noticed as morally sig- 
nificant the intermediate realm of family relations and relations of friendship, of group ties 
and neighborhood concerns, especially from the point of view of women. When it has no- 
ticed this intermediate realm it has often seen its attachments as threatening to the aspi- 
rations of the Man of Reason, or as subversive of “true” morality. In seeing the problems 
of ethics as problems of reconciling the interests of the self with what would be right or 
best for “everyone,” standard ethics has neglected the moral aspects of the concern and 
sympathy which people actually feel for particular others, and what moral experience in 
this intermediate realm suggests for an adequate morality. 

The region of “particular others” is a distinct domain, where what can be seen to be ar- 
tificial and problematic are the very egoistic “self” and the universal “all others” of stan- 
dard moral theory. In the domain of particular others, the self is already constituted to an 
important degree by relations with others, and these relations may be much more salient 
and significant than the interests of any individual self in isolation.” The “others” in the 
picture, however, are not the “all others,” or “everyone,” of traditional moral theory; they 
are not what a universal point of view or a view from nowhere could provide.“ They are, 
characteristically, actual flesh and blood other human beings for whom we have actual feel- 
ings and with whom we have real ties. 

From the point of view of much feminist theory, the individualistic assumptions of lib- 
eral theory and of most standard moral theory are suspect. Even if we would be freed from 
the debilitating aspects of dominating male power to “be ourselves” and to pursue our own 
interests, we would, as persons, still have ties to other persons, and we would at least in 
part be constituted by such ties. Such ties would be part of what we inherently are. We 
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are, for instance, the daughter or son of given parents, or the mother or father of given 
children, and we carry with us at least some ties to the racial or ethnic or national group 
within which we developed into the persons we are. 

If we look, for instance, at the realities of the relation between mothering person (who 
can be female or male) and child, we can see that what we value in the relation cannot be 
broken down into individual gains and losses for the individual members in the relation. 
Nor can it be understood in universalistic terms. Self-development apart from the relation 
may be much less important than the satisfactory development of the relation. What mat- 
ters may often be the health and growth of and the development of the relation-and-its- 
members in ways that cannot t be understood in the individualistic terms of standard moral 
theories designed to maximize the satisfaction of self-interest. The universalistic terms of 
moral theories ony in what would be right for “all rational beings” or “everyone” 
cannot handle, either, what has moral value in the relation between mothering person and 
child. 

Feminism is of course not the only locus of criticism of the individualistic and ab- 
stractly universalistic features of liberalism and of standard moral theory. Marxists and 
communitarians also see the self as constituted by its social relations. But in their usual 
form, Marxist and communitarian criticisms pay no more attention than liberalism and 
standard moral theory to the experience of women, to the context of mothering, or to 
friendship as women experience it.” Some recent nonfeminist criticisms, such as offered 
by Bernard Williams, of the impartiality required by standard moral theory, stress how a 
person’s identity may be formed by personal projects in ways that do not satisfy universal 
norms, yet ought to be admired. Such views still interpret morality from the point of view 
of an individual and his project, not a social relationship such as that between mothering 
person and child. And recent nonfeminist criticisms in terms of traditional communities 
and their moral practices, as seen for instance in the work of Stuart Hampshire amd Alas- 
dair MacIntyre, often take traditional gender roles as given, or provide no basis for a radi- 
cal critique of them.” There is no substitute, then, for feminist exploration of the area be- 
tween ego and universal, as women experience this area, or for the development of a 
refocused concept of relational self that could be acceptable from a feminist point of view. 

Relationships can be evaluated as trusting or mistrustful, mutually considerate or self- 
ish, harmonious or stressful, and so forth. Where trust and consideration are appropriate, 
which is not always, we can find ways to foster them. But understanding and evaluating 
relationships, and encouraging them to be what they can be at their best, require us to look 
at relationships between actual persons, and to see what both standard moral theories and 
their nonfeminist critics often miss. To be adequate, moral theories must pay attention to 
the neglected realm of particular others in the actual relationships and actual contexts of 
women’s experience. In doing so, problems of individual self-interest vs. universal rules 
may recede to a region more like background, out-of-focus insolubility or relative unim- 
portance. The salient problems may then be seen to be how we ought best to guide or to 
maintain or to reshape the relationships, both close and more distant, that we have, or 
might have, with actual other human beings. Particular others can be actual children in 
need in distant continents, or the anticipated children of generations not yet even close to 
being born. But they are not “all rational beings” or “the greatest number,” and the self 
that is in relationships with particular others and is composed to a significant degree by 
such relations is not a self whose ego must be pitted against abstract, universal claims. De- 
veloping the needed guidance for maintaining and reshaping relationships presents enor- 
mous problems, but a first step is to recognize how traditional and nonfeminist moral 
theory of both an individualistic and communitarian kind falls short in providing it. 
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The concept of the relational self which is evolving within feminist thought is leading 
to interesting inquiry in many fields. An example is the work being done at the Stone Cen- 
ter at Wellesley College.” Psychologists there have posited a self-in-relation theory and 
are conducting empirical inquiries to try to establish how the female self develops. They 
are working with a theory that a female relational self develops through a mutually em- 
pathetic mother-daughter bond. 

The work has been influenced by Jean Baker Miller's re-evaluation of women’s psycho- 
logical qualities as strengths rather than weaknesses. In her book Toward a New Psychology 
of Women, published in 1976, Miller identified women’s “great desire for affiliation” as one 
such strength. Nancy Chodorow’s The Reproduction of Mothering, published in 1978, has 
also had a significant influence on the work done at the Stone Center, as it has on much 
feminist inquiry.” Chodorow argued that a female affiliative self is reproduced by a struc- 
ture of parenting in which mothers are the primary caretakers, and sons and daughters de- 
velop differently in relation to a parent of the same sex, or a parent of different sex, as pri- 
mary caretaker. Daughters develop a sense of self by identifying themselves with the 
mother; they come to define themselves as connected to or in relation with others. Sons, 
in contrast, develop a sense of self by differentiating themselves from the mother; they 
come to define themselves as separate from or unconnected to others. An implication often 
drawn from Chodorow’s work is that parenting should be shared equally by fathers and 
mothers so that children of either sex can develop with caretakers of both same and dif- 
ferent sex. 

In 1982, Carol Gilligan, building on both Miller and Chodorow, offered her view of 
the “different voice” with which girls and women express their understanding of moral 
problems.™ Like Miller and Chodorow, Gilligan valued tendencies found especially in 
women to affiliate with others and to interpret their moral responsibilities in terms of their 
relationships with others. In all, the valuing of autonomy and individual independence 
over care and concern for relationships, was seen as an expression of male bias. The Stone 
Center has tried to elaborate and to study a feminist conception of the relational self. In a 
series of Working Papers, researchers and clinicians have explored the implications of this 
conception for various issues in women’s psychology (e.g. power, anger, work inhibitions, 
violence, eating patterns) and for therapy. 

The self as conceptualized in these studies is seen as having both a need for recognition 
and a need to understand the other, and these needs are seen as compatible. They are cre- 
ated in the context of mother-child interaction, and are satisfied in a mutually empathetic 
relationship. This does not require a loss of self, but a relationship of mutuality in which 
self and other both express intersubjectivity. Both give and take in a way that not only 
contributes to the satisfaction of their needs as individuals, but also affirms the “larger re- 
lational unit” they compose.” Maintaining this larger relational unit then becomes a goal, 
and maturity is seen not in terms of individual autonomy but in terms of competence in 
creating and sustaining relations of empathy and mutual intersubjectivity. 

The Stone Center psychologists contend that the goal of mutuality is rarely achieved in 
adult male-female relationships because of the traditional gender system. The gender sys- 
tem leads men to seek autonomy and power over others, and to undervalue the caring and 
relational connectedness that is expected of women. Women rarely receive the nurturing 
and empathetic support they provide. Accordingly, these psychologists look to the inter- 
action that occurs in mother-daughter relationships as the best source of insight into the 
promotion of the healthy, relational self. This research provides an example of exploration 
into a refocused, feminist conception of the self, and into empirical questions about its de- 
velopment and implications. 
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In a quite different field, that of legal theory, a refocused concept of self is lead- 
ing to reexaminations of such concepts as property and autonomy and the role these have 
played in political theory and in constitutional law. For instance, the legal theorist 
Jennifer Nedelsky questions the imagery that is dominant in constitutional law and in 
our conceptions of property: the imagery of a bounded self, a self contained within 
boundaries and having rights to property within a wall allowing it to exclude others and 
to exclude government. The boundary metaphor, she argues, obscures and distorts our 
thinking about human relationships and what is valuable in them. “The boundedness of 
selves,” Nedelsky writes, “may seem to be a self-evident truth, but I think it is a wrong- 
headed and destructive way of conceiving of the human creatures law and government 
are created for.” In the domain of the self’s relation to the state, the central problem, 
she argues, is not “maintaining a sphere into which the state cannot penetrate, but fos- 
tering autonomy when people are already within the sphere of state control or responsi- 
bility.” What we can from a feminist perspective think of as the male “separative self” 
seems on an endless quest for security behind such walls of protection as those of prop- 
erty. Property focuses the quest for security “in ways that are paradigmatic of the efforts 
of separative selves to protect themselves through boundaries. . . .”* But of course 
property is a social construction, not a thing; it requires the involvement of the state to 
define what it is and to defend it. What will provide what it seeks to offer will not be 
boundaries and exclusions, but constructive relationships. 

In an article on autonomy, Nedelsky examines the deficiencies in the concept of self 
with which so much of our political and legal thinking about autonomy has been devel- 
oped. She well recognizes that of course feminists are centrally concerned with freedom 
and autonomy, with enabling women to live our own lives. But we need a language with 
which to express these concerns which will also reflect “the equally important feminist pre- 
cept that any good theorizing will start with people in their social contexts. And the no- 
tion of social context must take seriously its constitutive quality; social context cannot 
simply mean that individuals will, of course, encounter one another.” The problem, then, 
is how to combine the claim of the constitutiveness of social relations with the value of 
self-determination. Liberalism has been the source of our language of freedom and self- 
determination, but it lacks the ability to express comprehension of “the reality we know: 
the centrality of relationships in constituting the self.” 

In developing a new conception of autonomy that avoids positing self-sufficient and 
thus highly artificial individuals, Nedelsky points out first that “the capacity to find one’s 
own law can develop only in the context of relations with others (both intimate and more 
broadly social) that nurture this capacity, and second, that the ‘content’ of one’s own law 
is comprehensible only with reference to shared social norms, values, and concepts.”®' She 
sees the traditional liberal view of the self as implying that the most perfectly autonomous 
man is the most perfectly isolated, and finds this pathological. 

Instead of developing autonomy through images of walls around one’s property, as does 
the Western liberal tradition and as does U.S. constitutional law, Nedelsky suggests that 
“the most promising model, symbol, or metaphor for autonomy is not property, but child- 
rearing. There we have encapsulated the emergence of autonomy through relationship 
with others. . . . Interdependence {is} a constant component of autonomy.” And she 
goes on to examine how law and bureaucracies can foster autonomy within relationshps 
between citizen and government. This does not entail extrapolating from intimate rela- 
tions to largescale ones; rather, the insights gained from experience with the context of 
childrearing allow us to recognize the relational aspects of autonomy. In work such as 
Nedelsky’s we can see how feminist reconceptualizations of the self can lead to the re- 
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thinking of fundamental concepts even in terrains such as law, thought by many to be 
quite distant from such disturbances. 

To argue for a view of the self as relational does not mean that women need to remain 
enmeshed in the ties by which they are constituted. In recent decades, especially, women 
have been breaking free of relationships with parents, with the communities in which 
they grew up, and with men, relationships in which they defined themselves through the 
traditional and often stifling expectations of others. These quests for self have often in- 
volved wrenching instability and painful insecurity. But the quest has been for a new 
and more satisfactory relational self, not for the self-sufficient individual of liberal theory. 
Many might share the concerns expressed by Alison Jaggar that disconnecting ourselves 
from particular others, as ideals of individual autonomy seem to presuppose we should, 
might make us imcapable of morality, rather than capable of it, if, as so many feminists 
think, “an ineliminable part of morality consists in responding emotionally to particu- 
lar others.”™ 

I have examined three topics on which feminist philosophers and feminists in other 
fields are thinking anew about where we should start and how we should focus our atten- 
tion in ethics. Feminist reconceptualizations and recommendations concerning the rela- 
tion between reason and emotion, the distinction between public and private, and the con- 
cept of the self, are providing insights deeply challenging to standard moral theory. The 
implications of this work are that we need an almost total reconstruction of social and po- 
litical and economic and legal theory in all their traditional forms as well as a reconstruc- 
tion of moral theory and practice at more comprehensive, or fundamental, levels. 
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* 31. J. O. URMSON 


James O. Urmson is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at Stanford University. He claims that 
ethics should recognize a category of supererogatory acts, those that are not required by duty 
but go beyond it. 


Saints and Heroes 


Moral philosophers tend to discriminate, explicitly or implicitly, three types of action from 
the point of view of moral worth. First, they recognize actions that are a duty, or obligatory, 
or that we ought to perform, treating these terms as approximately synonymous; second, 

they recognize actions that are right in so far as they are permissible from a moral standpoint 
and not ruled out by moral considerations, but that are not morally required of us, like the 
lead of this or that card at bridge; third, they recognize actions that are wrong, that we ought 

not to do. Some moral philosophers, indeed, could hardly discriminate even these three 

types of action consistently with the rest of their philosophy; Moore, for example, could 
hardly recognize a class of morally indifferent actions, permissible but not enjoined, since it 
is to be presumed that good or ill of some sort will result from the most trivial of our ac- 
tions. But most moral philosophers recognize these three types of action and attempt to pro- 
vide a moral theory that will make intelligible such a threefold classification. 


From Essays in Moral Philosophy, edited by A. I. Melden (Seattle, Wash.: University of Washington Press, 1958). 
Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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To my mind this threefold classification, or any classification that is merely a variation 
on or elaboration of it, is totally inadequate to the facts of morality: any moral theory that 
leaves room only for such a classification will in consequence also be inadequate. My main 
task in this paper will be to show the inadequacy of such a classification by drawing at- 
tention to two of the types of action that most conspicuously lie outside such a classifica- 
tion; I shall go on to hazard some views on what sort of theory will most easily cope with 
the facts to which I draw attention, but the facts are here the primary interest. 

We sometimes call a person a saint, or an action saintly, using the word “saintly” in a 
purely moral sense with no religious implications; also we sometimes call a person a hero 
or an action heroic. It is too clear to need argument that the words “saint” and “hero” are 
at least normally used in such a way as to be favorably evaluative; it would be impossible 
to claim that this evaluation is always moral, for clearly we sometimes call a person a saint 
when evaluating him religiously rather than morally and may call a person the hero of a 
game or athletic contest in which no moral qualities were displayed, but I shall take it 
that no formal argument is necessary to show that at least sometimes we use both words 
for moral evaluation. 

If “hero” and “saint” can be words of moral evaluation, we may proceed to the attempt 
to make explicit the criteria that we implicitly employ for their use in moral contexts. It 
appears that we so use them in more than one type of situation, and that there is a close 
parallel between the ways in which the two terms “hero” and “saint” are used; we shall here 
notice three types of situation in which they are used which seem to be sufficiently differ- 
ent to merit distinction. As the first two types of situation to be noticed are ones that can 
be readily subsumed under the threefold classification mentioned above, it will be sufficient 
here to note them and pass on to the third type of situation, which, since it cannot be sub- 
sumed under that classification, is for the purposes of this paper the most interesting. 

A person may be called a saint (1) if he does his duty regularly in contexts in which in- 
clination, desire, or self-interest would lead most people not to do it, and does so as a re- 
sult of exercising abnormal self-control: parallel to this a person may be called a hero (1) 
if he does his duty in contexts in which terror, fear, or a drive to self-preservation would 
lead most men not to do it, and does so by exercising abnormal self-control. Similarly 
for actions: an action may be called saintly (1) if it is a case of duty done by virtue of self- 
control in a context in which most men would be led astray by inclination or self-inter- 
est, and an action may be called heroic (1) if it is a case of duty done by virtue of self-con- 
trol in a context in which most men would be led astray by fear or a drive for self-preser- 
vation. The only difference between the saintly and the heroic in this sort of situation is 
that the one involves resistance to desire and self-interest; the other, resistance to fear and 
self-preservation. This is quite a clear difference, though there may be marginal cases, or 
cases in which motives were mixed, in which it would be equally appropriate to call an 
action indifferently saintly or heroic. It is easy to give examples of both the heroic and the 
saintly as distinguished above: the unmarried daughter does the saintly deed of staying at 
home to tend her ailing and widowed father; the terrified doctor heroically stays by his pa- 
tients in a plague-ridden city. 

A person may be called a saint (2) if he does his duty in contexts in which inclination 
or self-interest would lead most men not to do it, not, as in the previous paragraph, by ab- 
normal self-control, but without effort; parallel to this a person may be called a hero (2) 
if he does his duty in contexts in which fear would lead most men not to do it, and does 
so without effort. The corresponding accounts of a saintly (2) or heroic (2) action can eas- 
ily be derived. Here we have the conspicuously virtuous deed, in the Aristotelian sense, 
as opposed to the conspicuously self-controlled, encratic deed of the previous paragraph. 
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People thus purged of temptation or disciplined against fear may be rare, but Aristotle 
thought there could be such; there is a tendency today to think of such people as merely 
lucky or unimaginative, but Aristotle thought more highly of them than of people who 
need to exercise self-control. 

It is clear that, in the two types of situation so far considered, we are dealing with ac- 
tions that fall under the concept of duty. Roughly, we are calling a person saintly or heroic 
because he does his duty in such difficult contexts that most men would fail in them. Since 
for the purposes of this paper I am merely conceding that we do use the terms “saintly” 
and “heroic” in these ways, it is unnecessary here to spend time arguing that we do so use 
them or in illustrating such uses. So used, the threefold classification of actions whose ade- 
quacy I wish to deny can clearly embrace them. I shall therefore pass immediately to a 
third use of the terms “heroic” and “saintly” which I am not merely willing to concede but 
obliged to establish. 

I contend, then, that we may also call a person a saint (3) if he does actions that are far 
beyond the limits of his duty, whether by control of contrary inclination and interest or 
without effort; parallel to this we may call a person a hero (3) if he does actions that are 
far beyond the bounds of his duty, whether by control of natural fear or without effort. 
Such actions are saintly (3) or heroic (3). Here, as it seems to me, we have the hero or saint, 
heroic or saintly deed, par excellence; until now we have been considering but minor saints 
and heroes. We have considered the, certainly, heroic action of the doctor who does his 
duty by sticking to his patients in a plague-stricken city; we have now to consider the case 
of the doctor who, no differently situated from countless other doctors in other places, vol- 
unteers to join the depleted medical forces in that city. Previously we were considering the 
soldier who heroically does his duty in the face of such dangers as would cause most to 
shirk—the sort of man who is rightly awarded the Military Medal in the British Army; 
we have now to consider the case of the soldier who does more than his superior officers 
would ever ask him to do—the man to whom, often posthumously, the Victoria Cross is 
awarded. Similarly, we have to turn from saintly self-discipline in the way of duty to the 
dedicated, self-effacing life in the service of others which is not even contemplated by 
the majority of upright, kind, and honest men, let alone expected of them. 

Let us be clear that we are not now considering cases of natural affection, such as the 
sacrifice made by a mother for her child; such cases may be said with some justice not to 
fall under the concept of morality but to be admirable in some different way. Such cases 
as are here under consideration may be taken to be as little bound up with such emotions 
as affection as any moral action may be. We may consider an example of what is meant by 
“heroism” (3) in more detail to bring this out. 

We may imagine a squad of soldiers to be practicing the throwing of live hand 
grenades; a grenade slips from the hand of one of them and rolls on the ground near the 
squad; one of them sacrifices his life by throwing himself on the grenade and protecting 
his comrades with his own body. It is quite reasonable to suppose that such a man must 
be impelled by the sort of emotion that he might be impelled by if his best friend were 
in the squad; he might only just have joined the squad; it is clearly an action having moral 
status. But if the soldier had not thrown himself on the grenade would he have failed in 
his duty? Though clearly he is superior in some way to his comrades, can we possibly say 
that they failed in their duty by not trying to be the one who sacrificed himself? If he had 
not done so, could anyone have said to him, “You ought to have thrown yourself on that 
grenade”? Could a superior have decently ordered him to do it? The answer to all these 
questions is plainly negative. We clearly have here a case of a moral action, a heroic action, 
which cannot be subsumed under the classification whose inadequacy we are exposing. 
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But someone may not be happy with this conclusion, and for more respectable reasons 
than a desire to save the traditional doctrine. He may reason as follows: in so far as that 
soldier had time to feel or think at all, he presumably felt that he ought to do that deed; 
he considered it the proper thing to do; he, if no one else, might have reproached himself 
for failing to do his duty if he had shirked the deed. So, it may be argued, if an act pre- 
sents itself to us in the way this act may be supposed to have presented itself to this sol- 
dier, then it is our duty to do it; we have no option. This objection to my thesis clearly 
has some substance, but it involves a misconception of what is at issue. I have no desire to 
present the act of heroism as one that is naturally regarded as optional by the hero, as some- 
thing he might or might not do; I concede that he might regard himself as being obliged 
to act as he does. But if he were to survive the action only a modesty so excessive as to ap- 
pear false could make him say, “I only did my duty,” for we know, and he knows, that he 
has done more than duty requires. Further, though he might say to himself that so to act 
was a duty, he could not say so even beforehand to anyone else, and no one else could ever 
say it. Subjectively, we may say, at the time of action, the deed presented itself as a duty, 
but it was not a duty. 

Another illustration, this time of saintliness, may help. It is recorded by Bonaventura 
that after Francis of Assisi had finished preaching to the birds on a celebrated occasion his 
companions gathered around him to praise and admire. But Francis himself was not a bit 
pleased; he was full of self-reproach that he had hitherto failed in what he now considered 
to be his duty to preach to the feathered world. There is indeed no degree of saintliness 
that a suitable person may not come to consider it to be his duty to achieve. Yet there is 
a world of difference between this failure to have preached hitherto to the birds and a case 
of straightforward breach of duty, however venial. First, Francis could without absurdity 
reproach himself for his failure to do his duty, but it would be quite ridiculous for anyone 
else to do so, as one could have done if he had failed to keep his vows, for example. Sec- 
ond, it is not recorded that Francis ever reproached anyone else for failure to preach to the 
birds as a breach of duty. He could claim this action for himself as a duty and could per- 
haps have exhorted others to preach to the birds; but there could be no question of re- 
proaches for not so acting. 

To sum up on this point, then, it seems clear that there is no action, however quixotic, 
heroic, or saintly, which the agent may not regard himself as obliged to perform, as much 
as he may feel himself obliged to tell the truth and to keep his promises. Such actions do 
not present themselves as optional to the agent when he is deliberating; but, since he alone 
can call such an action of his a duty, and then only from the deliberative viewpoint, only 
for himself and not for others, and not even for himself as a piece of objective reporting, 
and since nobody else can call on him to perform such an act as they can call on him to 
tell the truth and to keep his promises, there is here a most important difference from the 
rock-bottom duties which are duties for all and from every point of view, and to which 
anyone may draw attention. Thus we need not deny the points made by our imaginary ob- 
jector in order to substantiate the point that some acts of heroism and saintliness cannot 
be adequately subsumed under the concept of duty. 

Let us then take it as established that we have to deal in ethics not with a simple tri- 
chotomy of duties, permissible actions, and wrong actions, or any substantially similar 
conceptual scheme, but with something more complicated. We have to add at least the 
complication of actions that are certainly of moral worth but that fall outside the notion 
of a duty and seem to go beyond it, actions worthy of being called heroic or saintly. It 
should indeed be noted that heroic and saintly actions are not the sole, but merely con- 
spicuous, cases of actions that exceed the basic demands of duty; there can be cases of dis- 
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interested kindness and generosity, for example, that are clearly more than basic duty re- 
quires and yet hardly ask for the high titles, “saintly” and “heroic.” Indeed, every case of 
“going the second mile” is a case in point, for it cannot be one’s duty to go the second mile 
in the same basic sense as it is to go the first—otherwise it could be argued first that it is 
one’s duty to go two miles and therefore that the spirit of the rule of the second mile re- 
quires that one go altogether four miles, and by repetition one could establish the need to 
go every time on an infinite journey. It is possible to go just beyond one’s duty by being 
a little more generous, forbearing, helpful, or forgiving than fair dealing demands, or to 
go a very long way beyond the basic code of duties with the saint or the hero. When I here 
draw attention to the heroic and saintly deed, I do so merely in order to have conspicuous 
cases of a whole realm of actions that lie outside the trichotomy I have criticized and there- 
fore, as I believe, outside the purview of most ethical theories. 

Before considering the implications for ethics of the facts we have up to now been con- 
cerned to note, it might be of value to draw attention to a less exalted parallel to these 
facts. If we belong to a club there will be rules of the club, written or unwritten, calling 
upon us to fulfill certain basic requirements that are a condition of membership, and that 
may be said to be the duties of membership. It may perhaps be such a basic requirement 
that we pay a subscription. It will probably be indifferent whether we pay this subscrip- 
tion by check or in cash—both procedures will be “right”—and almost certainly it will 
be quite indifferent what sort of hat we wear at the meetings. Here, then, we have con- 
formity to rule which is the analogue of doing one’s duty, breach of rule which is the ana- 
logue of wrongdoing, and a host of indifferent actions, in accordance with the traditional 
trichotomy. But among the rule-abiding members of such a club what differences there 
can be! It is very likely that there will be one, or perhaps two or three, to whose devotion 
and loyal service the success of the club is due far more than to the activities of all the 
other members together; these are the saints and the heroes of the clubs, who do more for 
them by far than any member could possibly be asked to do, whose many services could 
not possibly be demanded in the rules. Behind them come a motley selection, varying from 
the keen to the lukewarm, whose contributions vary in value and descend sometimes to 
almost nothing beyond what the rules demand. The moral contribution of people to soci- 
ety can vary in value in the same way. 

So much, then, for the simple facts to which I have wished to draw attention. They are 
simple facts and, unless I have misrepresented them, they are facts of which we are all, in 
a way, perfectly well aware. It would be absurd to suggest that moral philosophers have 
hitherto been unaware of the existence of saints and heroes and have never even alluded to 
them in their works. But it does seem that these facts have been neglected in their gen- 
eral, systematic accounts of morality. It is indeed easy to see that on some of the best- 
known theories there is no room for such facts. If for Moore, and for most utilitarians, any 
action is a duty that will produce the greatest possible good in the circumstances, for them 
the most heroic self-sacrifice or saintly self-forgetfulness will be duties on all fours with 
truth-telling and promise-keeping. For Kant, beyond the counsels of prudence and the 
rules of skill, there is only the categorical imperative of duty, and every duty is equally and 
utterly binding on all men; it is true chat he recognizes the limiting case of the holy will, 
but the holy will is not a will chat goes beyond duty but a will chat is beyond morality 
through being incapable of acting except in accordance with the imperative. The nearest 
to an equivalent to a holy will in the cases we have been noting is the saintly will in the 
second sense we distinguished—the will that effortlessly does its duty when most would 
fail—but this is not a true parallel and in any case does not fall within the class of moral 
actions that go beyond duty to which our attention is primarily given. It is also true that 
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Kant recognized virtues and talents as having conditional value, but not moral value, 
whereas the acts of heroism and saintliness we have considered have full moral worth, and 
their value is as unconditional as anyone could wish. Without committing ourselves to a 
scholarly examination of Kant’s ethical works, it is surely evident that Kant could not con- 
sistently do justice to the facts before us. Intuitionism seems to me so obscurantist that I 
should not wish to prophesy what an intuitionist might feel himself entitled to say; but 
those intuitionists with whose works I am acquainted found their theories on an intuition 
of the fitting, the prima facie duty or the claim; the act that has this character to the high- 
est degree at any time is a duty. While they recognize greater and lesser, stronger and 
weaker, claims, this is only in order to be able to deal with the problem of the conflict of 
duties; they assign no place to the act that, while not a duty, is of high moral importance. 
Simple utilitarianism, Kantianism, and intuitionism, then, have no obvious theoreti- 
cal niche for the saint and the hero. It is possible, no doubt, to revise these theories to ac- 
commodate the facts, but until so modified successfully they must surely be treated as un- 
acceptable, and the modifications required might well detract from their plausibility. The 
intuitionists, for example, might lay claim to the intuition of a nonnatural characteristic 
of saintliness, of heroism, of decency, of sportingness, and so on, but this would give to 
their theory still more the appearance of utilizing the advantages of theft over honest toil. 
Thus as moral theorists we need to discover some theory that will allow for both ab- 
solute duties, which, in Mill’s phrase, can be exacted from a man like a debt, to omit which 
is to do wrong and to deserve censure, and which may be embodied in formal rules or prin- 
ciples, and also for a range of actions which are of moral value and which an agent may 
feel called upon to perform, but which cannot be demanded and whose omission cannot 
be called wrongdoing. Traditional moral theories, I have suggested, fail to do this. It 
would be well beyond the scope of this paper, and probably beyond my capacity, to pro- 
duce here and now a full moral theory designed to accommodate all these facts, including 
the facts of saintliness and heroism. But I do think that of all traditional theories utilitari- 
anism can be most easily modified to accommodate the facts, and would like before end- 
ing this paper to bring forward some considerations tending to support this point of view. 
Moore went to great pains to determine exactly the nature of the intrinsically good, and 
Mill to discover the summum bonum, Moore’s aim being to explain thereby directly the 
rightness and wrongness of particular actions and Mill’s to justify a set of moral principles 
in the light of which the rightness or wrongness of particular actions can be decided. But, 
though there can be very tricky problems of duty, they do not naturally present themselves 
as problems whose solution depends upon an exact determination of an ultimate end; while 
the moral principles that come most readily to mind—truth-telling; promise-keeping; ab- 
stinence from murder, theft, and violence; and the like—make a nice discrimination of the 
supreme good seem irrelevant. We do not need to debate whether it is Moore’s string of 
intrinsic goods or Mill’s happiness that is achieved by conformity to such principles; it is 
enough to see that without them social life would be impossible and any life would in- 
deed be solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. Even self-interest (which some have seen 
as the sole foundation of morality) is sufficient ground to render it wise to preach, if not 
to practice, such principles. Such considerations as these, which are not novel, have led 
some utilitarians to treat avoidance of the swmmum malum rather than the achievement of 
the summum bonum as the foundation of morality. Yet to others this has seemed, with some 
justification, to assign to morality too ignoble a place. 
But the facts we have been considering earlier in this paper are surely relevant at this 
point. It is absurd to ask just what ideal is being served by abstinence from murder; but 
on the other hand nobody could see in acts of heroism such as we have been considering a 
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mere avoidance of antisocial behavior. Here we have something more gracious, actions that 
need to be inspired by a positive ideal. If duty can, as Mill said, be exacted from persons 
as a debt, it is because duty is a minimum requirement for living together; the positive 
contribution of actions that go beyond duty could not be so exacted. 

It may, however, be objected that this is a glorification of the higher flights of morality 
at the expense of duty, toward which an unduly cynical attitude is being taken. In so far 
as the suggestion is that we are forgetting how hard the way of duty may be and that doing 
one’s duty can at times deserve to be called heroic and saintly, the answer is that we have 
mentioned this and acknowledge it; it is not forgotten but irrelevant to the point at issue, 
which is the place of duty in a moral classification of actions, not the problem of the worth 
of moral agents. But I may be taken to be acquiescing in a low and circumscribed view of 
duty which I may be advised to enlarge. We should, it may be said, hitch our wagons to 
the stars and not be content to say: you must do this and that as duties, and it would be 
very nice if you were to do these other things but we do not expect them of you. Is it per- 
haps only an imperfect conception of duty which finds it not to comprise the whole of mor- 
ality? I want to examine this difficulty quite frankly, and to explain why I think that we 
properly recognize morality that goes beyond duty; for it seems to me incontestable that 
properly or improperly we do so. 

No intelligent person will claim infallibility for his moral views. But allowing for this 
one must claim that one’s moral code is ideal so far as one can see; for to say, “I recognize 
moral code A but see clearly that moral code B is superior to it,” is but a way of saying 
that one recognizes moral code B but is only prepared to live up to moral code A. In some 
sense, then, everybody must be prepared to justify his moral code as ideal; but some 
philosophers have misunderstood this sense. Many philosophers have thought it necessary, 
if they were to defend their moral code as ideal, to try to show that it had a superhuman, 
a priori validity. Kant, for example, tried to show that the moral principles he accepted 
were such as any rational being, whether man or angel, must inevitably accept; the re- 
putedly empiricist Locke thought that it must be possible to work out a deductive justi- 
fication of moral laws. In making such claims such philosophers have unintentionally done 
morality a disservice; for their failure to show that the moral code was ideal in the sense 
of being a rationally justifiable system independent of time, place, circumstance, and 
human nature has led many to conclude that there can be no justification of a moral code, 
that moral codes are a matter of taste or convention. 

But morality, I take it, is something that should serve human needs, not something 
that incidentally sweeps man up with itself, and to show that a morality was ideal would 
be to show that it best served man—man as he is and as he can be expected to become, 
not man as he would be if he were perfectly rational or an incorporeal angel. Just as it 
would be fatuous to build our machines so that they would give the best results accord- 
ing to an abstract conception of mechanical principles, and is much more desirable to de- 
sign them to withstand to some extent our ham-fistedness, ignorance, and carelessness, so 
our morality must be one that will work. In the only sense of “ideal” that is of importance 
in action, it is part of the ideal that a moral code should actually help to contribute to 
human well-being, and a moral code that would work only for angels (for whom it would 
in any case be unnecessary) would be a far from ideal moral code for human beings. There 
is, indeed, a place for ideals that are practically unworkable in human affairs, as there is a 
place for the blueprint of a machine that will never go into production; but it is not the 
place of such ideals to serve as a basic code of duties. 

If, then, we are aiming at a moral code that will best serve human needs, a code that 
is ideal in the sense that a world in which such a code is acknowledged will be a better 
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place than a world in which some other sort of moral code is acknowledged, it seems 
that there are ample grounds why our code should distinguish between basic rules, sum- 
marily set forth in simple rules and binding on all, and the higher flights of morality of 
which saintliness and heroism are outstanding examples. These grounds I shall enumer- 
ate at once. 


1. It is important to give a special status of urgency, and to exert exceptional pres- 
sure, in those matters in which compliance with the demands of morality by all is in- 
dispensable. An army without men of heroic valor would be impoverished, but with- 
out general attention to the duties laid down in military law it would become a mere 
rabble. Similarly, while life in a world without its saints and heroes would be impov- 
erished, it would only be poor and not necessarily brutish or short as when basic duties 
are neglected. 


2. If we are to exact duties like debts, and censure failure, such duties must be, in 
ordinary circumstances, within the capacity of the ordinary man. It would be silly for 
us to say to ourselves, our children and our fellow men. “This and that you and every- 
one else must do,” if the acts in question are such that manifestly but few could bring 
themselves to do them, though we may ourselves resolve to try to be of that few. To 
take a parallel from positive law, the prohibition laws asked too much of the American 
people and were consequently broken systematically; and as people got used to break- 
ing the law a general lowering of respect for the law naturally followed; it no longer 
seemed that a law was something that everybody could be expected to obey. Similarly 
in Britain the gambling laws, some of which are utterly unpractical, have fallen into 
contempt as a body. So, if we were to represent the heroic act of sacrificing one’s life for 
one’s comrades as a basic duty, the effect would be to lower the degree of urgency and 
stringency that the notion of duty does in fact possess. The basic moral code must not 
be in part too far beyond the capacity of the ordinary men on ordinary occasions, or a 
general breakdown of compliance with the moral code would be an inevitable conse- 
quence; duty would seem to be something high and unattainable, and not for “the likes 
of us.” Admirers of the Sermon on the Mount do not in practice, and could not, treat 
failure to turn the other cheek and to give one’s cloak also as being on all fours with 
breaches of the Ten Commandments, however earnestly they themselves try to live a 
Christian life. 


3. A moral code, if it is to be a code, must be formulable, and if it is to be a code 
to be observed it must be formulable in rules of manageable complexity. The ordinary 
man has to apply and interpret this code without recourse to a Supreme Court or House 
of Lords. But one can have such rules only in cases in which a type of action that is rea- 
sonably easy to recognize is almost invariably desirable or undesirable, as killing is al- 
most invariably undesirable and promise-keeping almost invariably desirable. Where 
no definite rule of manageable complexity can be justified, we cannot work on that 
moral plane on which types of action can be enjoined or condemned as duty or crime. 
It has no doubt often been the case that a person who has gone off to distant parts to 
nurse lepers has thereby done a deed of great moral worth. But such an action is not 
merely too far beyond average human capacity to be regarded as a duty, as was insisted 
in (2) above; it would be quite ridiculous for everyone, however circumstanced, to be 
expected to go off and nurse lepers. But it would be absurd to try to formulate com- 
plicated rules to determine in just what circumstances such an action is a duty. This 
same point can readily be applied to such less spectacular matters as excusing legiti- 
mate debts or nursing sick neighbors. 
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4. It is part of the notion of a duty that we have a right to demand compliance from 
others even when we are interested parties. I may demand that you keep your promises 
to me, tell me the truth, and do me no violence, and I may reproach you if you trans- 
gress. But however admirable the tending of strangers in sickness may be it is not a 
basic duty, and we are not entitled to reproach those to whom we are strangers if they 
do not tend us in sickness; nor can I tell you, if you fail to give me a cigarette when I 
have run out, that you have failed in your duty to me, however much you may subse- 
quently reproach yourself for your meanness if you do so fail. A line must be drawn be- 
tween what we can expect and demand from others and what we can merely hope for 
and receive with gratitude when we get it; duty falls on one side of this line, and other 
acts with moral value on the other, and rightly so. 


5. In the case of basic moral duties we act to some extent under constraint. We have 
no choice but to apply pressure on each other to conform in these fundamental matters; 
here moral principles are like public laws rather than like private ideals. But free choice 
of the better course of action is always preferable to action under pressure, even when 
the pressure is but moral. When possible, therefore, it is better that pressure should not 
be applied and that there should be encouragement and commendation for performance 
rather chan outright demands and censure in the event of nonperformance. There are 
no doubt degrees in this matter. Some pressure may reasonably be brought to persuade 
a person to go some way beyond basic duty in the direction of kindliness and forbear- 
ance, to be not merely a just man but also not too hard a man. But, while there is noth- 
ing whatever objectionable in the idea of someone’s being pressed to carry out such a 
basic duty as promise-keeping, there is something horrifying in the thought of pres- 
sure being brought on him to perform an act of heroism. Though the man might feel 
himself morally called upon to do the deed, it would be a moral outrage to apply pres- 
sure on him to do such a deed as sacrificing his life for others. 


These five points make it clear why I do not think that the distinction of basic duty 
from other acts of moral worth, which I claim to detect in ordinary moral thought, is a 
sign of the inferiority of our everyday moral thinking to that of the general run of moral 
theorists. It in no way involves anyone in acquiescing in a second best. No doubt from the 
agent’s point of view it is imperative that he should endeavor to live up to the highest 
ideals of behavior that he can think of, and if an action falls within the ideal it is for him 
irrelevant whether or not it is a duty or some more supererogatory act. But it simply does 
not follow that the distinction is in every way unimportant, for it is important that we 
should not demand ideal conduct from others in the way in which we must demand basic 
morality from them, or blame them equally for failures in all fields. It is not cynicism to 
make the minimum positive demands upon one’s fellow men; but to characterize an act as 
a duty is so to demand it. 

Thus we may regard the imperatives of duty as prohibiting behavior that is intolerable 
if men are to live together in society and demanding the minimum of cooperation toward 
the same end; that is why we have to treat compliance as compulsory and dereliction as li- 
able to public censure. We do not need to ask with Bentham whether pushpin is as good 
as poetry, with Mill whether it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied or a fool satisfied, or 
with Moore whether a beautiful world with no one to see it would have intrinsic worth; 
what is and what is not tolerable in society depends on no such nice discrimination. Utili- 
tarians, when attempting to justify the main rules of duty in terms of a summum bonum, 
have surely invoked many different types of utilitarian justification, ranging from the 
avoidance of the intolerable to the fulfillment of the last detail of a most rarefied ideal. 
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Thus I wish to suggest that utilitarianism can best accommodate the facts to which I 
have drawn attention; but I have not wished to support any particular view about the 
supreme good or the importance of pleasure. By utilitarianism I mean only a theory that 
moral justification of actions must be in terms of results. We can be content to say that 
duty is mainly concerned with the avoidance of intolerable results, while other forms of 
moral behavior have more positive aims. 

To summarize, I have suggested that the trichotomy of duties, indifferent actions, and 
wrongdoing is inadequate. There are many kinds of action that involve going beyond duty 
proper, saintly and heroic actions being conspicuous examples of such kinds of action. It 
has been my main concern to note this point and to ask moral philosophers to theorize in 
a way that does not tacitly deny it, as most traditional theories have. But I have also been 
so rash as to suggest that we may look upon our duties as basic requirements to be uni- 
versally demanded as providing the only tolerable basis of social life. The higher flights of - 
morality can then be regarded as more positive contributions that go beyond what is uni- 
versally to be exacted; but while not exacted publicly they are clearly equally pressing iz 
foro interno on those who are not content merely to avoid the intolerable. Whether this 
should be called a version of utilitarianism, as I suggest, is a matter of small moment. 
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Moral Saints 


I don’t know whether there are any moral saints. But if there are, I am glad that Ha, I 


nor those about whom I care most are among them. 


can be. Though | I Tall in TT acknowledge the variety of types Tn person T mi pi 
be thought to satisfy this description, it seems to me that none of these types serve as un- 
equivocally compelling personal ideals. In other words, ,1n 
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Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints,” The Journal of Philosophy, vol. 79, no. 8 (August 1982), pp. 419-439. 
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Outside the context of moral discussion, this will strike many as an obvious point. But, 
within that context, the point, if it be granted, will be granted with some discomfort. For 
within that context it is generally assumed that one ought to be as morally good as pos- 
sible and that what limits there are to morality’ s hold on us are set t by FOP ae of a 
nature of mulichas we Serene n not to be proud. Ii \ 3 t are derivabl 


ways that will pre them dad dashing Ei ideals, or, as I shall argue, we must change 
our conception of what is eae in Senet a mip theory. 


me questions abou 
I shall look first at the m 


1odel(s) of m d that might be extrapolated from che 
morality or moralities of common sense. Then I shall consider what relations these have 
to conclusions that can be drawn from utilitarian and Kantian moral theories. Finally, I 
shall speculate on the implications of these considerations for moral philosophy. 


MORAL SAINTS AND COMMON SENSE 


Consider first what, pretheoretically, would count for i Sey members of 
eaten culture—as a moral saint. A SSary liti sainth 


ISPD]. me to seen ips this commitment must slack in the individual’ s motiva- 
tional system, two contrasting accounts suggest themselves to me which might equally be 
thought to qualify a peoh for — sainthood. 

First, at r O oll avy nee PPE 


For the moral saint, the promotion of the welfare of others might play the role that is 
played for most of us by the enjoyment of material comforts, the opportunity to engage 
in the intellectual and physical activities of our choice, and the ee n and com- 


On oe other hand, a moral saint might be someone for whom the basic ingredients of 
happiness are not unlike those of most of the rest of us. What makes him a moral saint is 


importance he gives to the wider concerns of ngarality, A a WUES, this person sacri- 
fices his own interests to the interests of others, and feels the sacrifice as such. 
onpil n these two models may be ee ao a to whether one thinks of 


AEE (or some F feftellleceual ag anaciadiow ate recognition of mee: rere 
We may refer to the first model as the model of the Loving Saint; to the second, as the 
model of the Rational Saint. — 

The two models differ considerably with respect to the qualities of the motives of 
the individuals who conform to them. But this difference would have limited effect on the 
saints’ respective public personalities. The shared content of what these individuals are 
motivated to be—namely, as morally good as possible—would play the dominant role in 
the determination of their characters. Of course, just as a variety of large-scale projects, 
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from tending the sick to political campaigning, may be equally and maximally morally 
worthy, so a variety of characters are compatible with the ideal of moral sainthood. One 
moral saint may be more or = padin more or less Ea more or less athletic than 
another. But, above all, 1 aV ate l re 


. He will have the mee 


moral virtues to a nonstandard degree. He will be patient, considerate, even-tempered, 
le, charitable | Sin deed. He wail be very reluctant to make 


Perhaps pan I have already said is enough to make some people begin to regard the 
absence of moral saints in their lives as a blessing. For there comes a point in the listing 
of virtues that a moral saint is likely to have where one might naturally begin to wonder 
whether the moral saint isn’t, after all, too good—if not too good for his own good, at least 
too good for his own well-being. For the moral virtues, given that they are, by hypothe- 
sis, all present in the same individual, and to an extreme degree, are apt to crowd out the 
nonmoral virtues, as well as many of the interests and personal characteristics that we gen- 
erally think contribute to a healthy, well-rounded, richly developed character. 

In other words, if the moral saint is devoting all his time to feeding the hungry or heal- 
ing the sick or raising money for Oxfam, then necessarily he is not reading Victorian 


— a the oboe, or Rd his ee iA linaamini 


There are, m SS) a rae a Sar Sieen chat a i saint cannot en- 
courage in himself for reasons that are not just practical. There is a more substantial ten- 
sion between having any of these qualities unashamedly and being a moral saint. These 
qualities might be described as going against the moral grain. For example, a cynical or 
sarcastic wit, or a sense of humor that appreciates this kind of wit in others, requires that 
one take an attitude of resignation and pessimism toward the flaws and vices to be found 
in the world. A moral saint, on the other hand, has reason to take an attitude in opposi- 
tion to this—he should try to look for the best in people, give them the benefit of the 
doubt as long as possible, try to improve regrettable situations as long as there is any hope 
of success. This suggests that, although a moral saint might well enjoy a good episode of 
Father Knows Best, he may not in good conscience be able to laugh at a Marx Brothers movie 
or enjoy a play by George Bernard Shaw. 

An interest in something like gourmet cooking will be, for different reasons, difficult 
for a moral saint to rest easy with. For it seems to me that no plausible argument can jus- 
tify the use of human resources involved in producing a paté de canard en crois against pos- 
sible alternative beneficent ends to which these resources might be put. If there is a justi- 
fication for the institution of haute cuisine, it is one which rests on the decision zot to 
justify every activity against morally beneficial alternatives, and this is a decision a moral 
saint will never make. Presumably, an interest in high fashion or interior design will fare 
much the same, as will, very possibly, a cultivation of the finer arts as well. 

A moral saint will have to be very, very nice. It is important that he not be offensive. 
The worry is that, as a result, he will have to be dull-witted or F z planc 

This worry is confirmed when we consider what sorts of dhanacberk tes aiid refined 
both from life and from fiction, typically form our ideals. One would hope they would be 
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figures who are morally good—and by this I mean more than just not morally bad—but 
one would hope, too, that they are not just morally good, but talented or accomplished or 
attractive in nonmoral ways as well. We may make ideals out of athletes, scholars, artists— 
more frivolously, out of cowboys, private eyes, and rock stars. We may strive for Katharine 
Hepburn’s grace, Paul Newman’s “cool”; we are attracted to the high-spirited passionate 
nature of Natasha Rostov; we admire the keen perceptiveness of Lambert Strether. Though 
there is certainly nothing immoral about the ideal characters or traits I have in mind, they 
cannot be superimposed upon the ideal of a moral saint. For although it is a part of many 
of these ideals that the characters set high, and not merely acceptable moral standards for 
themselves, it is also essential to their power and attractiveness that the moral strengths 
go, so to speak, alongside of specific, independently admirable, nonmoral ground projects 
and dominant personal traits. 

When one does finally turn one’s eyes toward lives that are dominated by explicitly 
moral commitments, moreover, one finds oneself relieved at the discovery of idiosyncrasies 
or eccentricities not quite in line with the picture of moral perfection. One prefers the 
blunt, tactless, and opinionated Betsy Trotwood to the unfailingly kind and patient Agnes 
Copperfield; one prefers the mischievousness and the sense of irony in Chesterton’s Father 
Brown to the innocence and undiscriminating love of St. Francis. 

It seems that, as we look in our ideals for people who achieve nonmoral varieties of per- 
sonal excellence in conjunction with or colored by some version of high moral tone, we 
look in our paragons of moral excellence for people whose moral achievements occur in 
conjunction with or colored by some interests or traits that nae low moral tone. In other 
words, there seems to be a limit m rality we can stat 

One might suspect that the essence Bf ihe problem is sail ae there is a limit to 
how much of any single value, or any single type of value, we can stand. Our objection 
then would not be specific to a life in which one’s dominant concern is morality, but would 
apply to any life that can be so completely characterized by an extraordinarily dominant 
concern. The Pa in that case would reduce to the recognition that such a life is in- 

undedness. If that were the objection, one could fairly reply that 
well-roundedness i is NO more supreme a virtue than the totality of moral virtues embod- 
ied by the ideal it is being used to criticize. But I think this misidentifies the objection. 
For the way in which a concern for morality may dominate a life, or, more to the point, 
the way in which it may dominate an ideal of life, is not easily imagined by analogy to the 
dominance an aspiration to become an Olympic swimmer or a concert pianist might have. 

A person who is passionately committed to one of these latter concerns might decide 
that her attachment to it is strong enough to be worth the sacrifice of her ability to main- 
tain and pursue a significant portion of what else life might offer which a proper devotion 
to her dominant passion would require. But a desire to be as morally good as possible is 
not likely to take the form of one desire among others which, because of its peculiar psy- 
chological strength, requires one to forego the pursuit of other weaker and separately less 
demanding desires. Rather, the desire to be as morally good as possible is apt to have the 
character not just of a stronger but of a higher desire, which does not merely successfully 
compete with one’s other desires but which rather subsumes or demeans them. The sacri- 


Moreover, there is something odd about the idea of morality itself, or moral goodness, 
serving as the object of a dominant passion in the way that a more concrete and specific 
vision of a goal (even a concrete moral goal) might be imagined to serve. Morality itself 


does not seem to be a suitable object of passion. Thus, when one reflects, for example, on 
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the Loving Saint easily and gladly giving up his fishing trip or his stereo or his hot fudge 
sundae at the drop of the moral hat, one is apt to wonder not at how much he loves mor- 
ality, but at how li these other things. One thinks that, if he can give these up 


crete rare he simply denies himself the apain to act on them. But this is no 
less troubling. The sae egaa one ie suspect of missing a piece of perceptual ma- 


) $ t orld has to offer. The Rational Saint, who 
one suspects of viat a different problem—a pathological fear of 
damnation, perhaps, or an extreme form of self-hatred that interferes with his ability to 
enjoy the enjoyable in life. 

In other words, the ideal of a life of moral sainthood disturbs not simply because it is 
an ideal of a life in which morality unduly dominates. The normal person’s direct and spe- 
cific desires for objects, activities, and events that conflict with the attainment of moral 
perfection are not simply sacrificed but removed, suppressed, or subsumed. The way in 
which p unlike other possible goals, is apt to dominate 1 iS panapo Sonal 2S 
rons 

This distinctively troubling feature is not, I think, absolutely unique to the ideal of the 
moral saint, as I have been using that phrase. It is shared by the conception of the pure 
aesthete, by a certain kind of religious ideal, and, somewhat paradoxically, by the model 
of the thorough-going, self-conscious egoist. It is not a coincidence that the ways of com- 
prehending the world of which these ideals are the extreme embodiments are sometimes 
described as “moralities” themselves. At any rate, they compete with what we ordinarily 
mean by ‘morality’. Nor is it a coincidence that these ideals are naturally described as fa- 
natical. But it is easy to see that these other types of perfection cannot serve as satisfactory 
personal ideals; for the realization of these ideals would be straightforwardly immoral. It 
may come as a surprise to some that there may in addition be such a thing as a moral fa-— 
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Some will object that I am being unfair to “common-sense morality”—that it does not 
really require a moral saint to be either a disgusting goody-goody or an obsessive ascetic. 
Admittedly, there is no logical inconsistency between having any of the personal charac- 
teristics I have mentioned and being a moral saint. It is not morally wrong to notice the 
faults and shortcomings of others or to recognize and appreciate nonmoral talents and 
skills. Nor is it immoral to be an avid Celtics fan or to have a passion for caviar or to be 
an excellent cellist. With enough imagination, we can always contrive a suitable history 
and set of circumstances that will embrace such characteristics in one or another specific 
fictional story of a perfect moral saint. 

If one turned onto the path of moral sainthood relatively late in life, one may have al- 
ready developed interests that can be turned to moral purposes. It may be that a good golf 
game is just what is needed to secure that big donation to Oxfam. Perhaps the cultivation 
of one’s exceptional artistic talent will turn out to be the way one can make one’s greatest 
contribution to society. Furthermore, one might stumble upon joys and skills in the very 
service of morality. If, because the children are short a ninth player for the team, one’s gen- 
erous offer to serve reveals a natural fielding arm or if one’s part in the campaign against 
nuclear power requires accepting a lobbyist’s invitation to lunch at Le Lion d’Or, there 
is no moral gain in denying the satisfaction one gets from these activities. The moral 
saint, then, may, by happy accident, find himself with nonmoral virtues on which he can 
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capitalize morally or which make psychological demands to which he has no choice but to 
attend. The point is that, for a moral saint, the existence of these interests and skills can 
be given at best the status of happy accidents—they cannot be encouraged for their own 
sakes as distinct, independent aspects of the realization of human good. 

It must be remembered that from the = that there is a tension = eed pl any 
of these lle a being r ing < LNL 


saint. Still, if someone just happened to want to be a moral saint, ire or siie would not were 
or encourage these qualities, and on the basis of our common-sense values, this counts as 
a reason vot to want to be a moral saint. 

One might still wonder what kind of reason this is, and what kind of conclusion this 
properly allows us to draw. For the fact that the models of moral saints are unattractive 
does not necessarily mean that they are unsuitable ideals. Perhaps they are unattractive be- 
cause they make us feel uncomfortable—they highlight our own weaknesses, vices, and 
flaws. If so, the fault lies not in the characters of the saints, but in those of our unsaintly 
selves. 

To be sure, some of 


do not provide a basis for AANE Pioi as a Sdseible ideal. Simed these considera- 
tions rely on an appeal to the egoistic, hedonistic side of our natures, to use them as a basis 
for criticizing the ideal of the moral saint would be at best to beg the question and at worst 
to glorify features of ourselves that ought to be condemned. 

The fact that the moral saint would be without qualities which we have and which, in- 
deed, we like to have, does not in itself provide reason to condemn the ideal of the moral 
saint. The fact that ries, however, and that they are 


qualities we ought to like, does provide reason to discourage this ideal and to offer other 
ideals in its place. In other words, some of the qualities the moral saint necessarily lacks 


are virtues, albeit nonmoral virtues, in the unsaintly characters who have them. The feats 
of Groucho Marx, Reggie Jackson, and the head chef at Lutéce are impressive accom- 
plishments that it is not only permissible but positively appropriate to recognize as such. 
In general, the admiration of and striving toward achieving any of a great variety of forms 
of personal excellence are character traits it is valuable and desirable for people to have. In 
advocating the development of these varieties of excellence, we advocate nonmoral reasons 
for acting, and in thinking that it is good for a person to strive for an ideal that gives a 
substantial role to the interests and values that correspond to these virtues, we implicitly 
acknowledge the goodness of ideals incompatible with chat of the moral saint. Finally, if 


we = 
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MORAL SAINTS AND MORAL THEORIES 


I have tried so far to paint a picture—or, rather, two pictures—of what a moral saint might 
be like, drawing on what I cake to be the attitudes and beliefs about morality prevalent in 
contemporary, common-sense thought. To my suggestion that common-sense morality 
generates conceptions of moral saints that are unattractive or otherwise unacceptable, it is 
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open to someone to reply, “so piel the worse forc common-sense morality.” After all, it is 
often claimed that the goal of moral hs ; rove u 

- sense morality, and I have as ee given no attention to ee question of what conceptions of 
moral sainthood, if any, are generated from the leading moral theories of our time. 

A quick, breezy sua of ueimais writings will suggest the images; 
respectively, of t g Saint and the Rational Saint. ilitaria i i i 
on happiness, will semi pere the Loving Saint to the Rational one, since the Loving 
Saint will himself be a happier person than the Rational Saint. A Kantian, with his em- 

n, on the other hand, will find at least as much to per in Li latter as in 
the former. Still, both models, drawn as they are from com: ense, appea | 

i M A more careful examination ned shies par- 
theories raises questions about whether either model of moral sainthood would really be 
advocated by a believer in the explicit doctrines associated with either of these views. 

Certainly, the utilitarian in no way denies the value of self-realization. He in no way 
disparages the development of interests, talents, and other personally attractive traits that 
I have claimed the moral saint would be without. Indeed, since just these features enhance 
the happiness both of the individuals who possess them and of those with whom they as- 
sociate, the ability to promote these features both in oneself and in others will have con- 
siderable positive weight in utilitarian calculations. 

This implies that the uti 
A world in which everyone, or even a large number of people, achieved moral sintipod 
—even a world in which they strove to achieve it—would probably contain less happiness 
than a world in which people realized a diversity of ideals involving a variety of personal 
and perfectionist values. More pragmatic considerations also suggest that, if che utilitar- 
ian wants to influence more people to achieve more good, then he would do better to en- 
courage them to pursue happiness-producing goals that are more attractive and more 
within a normal person's reach. 

These considerations still leave open, however, the question of what kind of an ideal the 


committed utilitarian should privately aspire to himself. Utilitarianism requires him to” 
>S era D ss, and oid see O CO O TINE 


One might try to use the claims I made earlier as a basis for an argument that a utili- 
tarian should choose to give up utilitarianism. If, as I have said, a moral saint would be a 
less happy person both to be and to be around than many other possible ideals, perhaps 
one could create more total happiness by not trying too hard to promote the total happi- 
ness. But this argument is simply unconvincing in light of the empirical circumstances of 
our world. The gain in happiness that would accrue to oneself and one’s neighbors by a 
more well-rounded, richer life than that of the moral saint would be pathetically small in 
comparison to the amount by which one could increase the general happiness if one de- 
voted oneself ra to the care of = sick, the downtrodden, the starving, and ae 


The unattractiveness of the moral saint, sid, Mra: not Bitara convince the utili- 
tarian to abandon his utilitarianism. It may, however, convince him to take efforts not to 
wear his neal moral csi on his sleeve. If it is not too difficult, the utilitarian will- 

t to mak X ymfortable. He will not want to appear “holier than 
dori ; ke sai not want to inhibit viles gei to enjoy themselves. In practice, this 
might make the perfect utilitarian a less nauseating companion than the moral saint I ear- 
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lier portrayed. But insofar as this kind of reasoning produces a more bearable public per- 
sonality, it is at the cost of giving him a personality that must be evaluated as hypocriti- 
cal and condescending when his private thoughts and attitudes are taken into account. 
Still, the criticisms I have raised against the saint of common-sense morality should 
make some difference to the utilitarian’s conception of an ideal which neither requires him 
to abandon his utilitarian principles nor forces him to fake an interest he does not have 
or a judgment he does not make. For it may be that a limited and carefully monitored 
allotment of time and energy to be devoted to the pursuit of some nonmoral interests or 
to the development of some nonmoral talents would make a person a better contributor 
to the general welfare than he would be if he allowed himself no > indulgences of this sort. 


The enjor n no way compromises a Commitment to arian prin- 
cip. €S as ong A W : Sey ers V11 x ond O d bv a willi 121 ESS TO 
give them up whenever it is recognize ee ea ee a 


This will go some way in mitigating he: picture of the pre saint that an under- 
standing of utilitarianism will on first impression suggest. But I think it will not go very 
far. For the limitations on time and energy will have to be rather severe, and the need to 
monitor will restrict not only the extent but also the quality of one’s attachment to these 
interests and traits. They are only weak and somewhat peculiar sorts of passions to which 
one can consciously remain so conditionally committed. Moreover, the way in which the 
utilitarian can enjoy these “extra-curricular” aspects of his life is simply not the way in 
which these aspects are to be enjoyed insofar as they figure into our less saintly ideals. 
The problem is not exactly that the utilitarian values these aspects of his life only as a 
means to an end, for the enjoyment he and others get from these aspects are not a means 
to, but a = of, = general happiness. steed ashes. he values these things only because 
far as they are a part of the general happiness. He values them, as it were, under 
the deseni riom a ebitibution to the general iappiiiess: This is to be contrasted with the 
various ways in which these aspects of life may be valued by nonutilitarians. A person 
might love literature because of the insights into human nature literature affords. Another 
might love the cultivation of roses because roses are things of great beauty and delicacy. It 
may be true that these features of the respective activities also explain why these activities 
are happiness-producing. But, to the nonutilitarian, this may not be to the point. For if 
one values these activities in these more direct ways, one may not be willing to exchange 
them for others that produce an equal, or even a greater amount of happiness. From that 


duce happi 

To adopt a phrase of Bernard Williams’, the utilitarian’s manner of valuing the not ex- 
plicitly moral aspects of his life “provides (him) with one thought too many”.' The re- 
quirement that the utilitarian have this chought—periodically, at least—is indicative of 
not only a weakness but a shallowness in his appreciation of the aspects in question. Thus, 
the ideals toward which a utilitarian could acceptably strive would remain too close to the 
model of the common-sense moral saint to escape the criticisms of that model which I ear- 
lier suggested. Whether a Kantian would be similarly committed to so restrictive and un- 
attractive a range of possible ideals is a somewhat more difficult question. 

The Kantian believes that being morally worthy consists in always acting from max- 
ims that one could will to be universal law and doing this not out of any pathological de- 
sire but out of reverence for the moral law as > such. Or, to — a different formulation of 

the categorical imperative, she 


ic TEmo and socording to Kant 
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himself, the Kantian rA commits jipasal fi to some degree of Boromnicnd as well as to 
the aul of fair oly would 1 ) i 


EOE, On one interpretation of Kantian doctrine, a moral Aco 
would be achieved simply b unerring pandin toa d set of side-constraints. On 


Gi the other hand, Kant does say explicitly that we have a duty of benevolence, a duty 
not only to allow others to pursue their ends, but to take up their ends as our own. In ad- 
dition, we have positive duties to ourselves, duties to increase our natural as well as our 
moral perfection. These duties are unlimited in the degree to which they may dominate a 
life. If action in accordance with and motivated by the thought of these duties is consid- 
ered virtuous, it is natural to assume that the more one performs such actions, the more 
virtuous one is. Moreover, of virtue in general Kant says, “it is an ideal which is unat- 
tainable while yet our yai iS constantly to app teas to it”.? On this insenprerdtuigny 


Which of these interpretations of Kant one prefers will depend on the interpretation 
and the importance one gives to the role of the imperfect duties in Kant’s over-all system. 
Rather than choose between them here, I shall consider each briefly in turn. 

On the second interpretation of Kant, the Kantian moral saint is, not surprisingly, sub- 
ject to many of the same objections I have been raising against other versions of moral 
sahana hee the Kantian saint may differ from the utilitarian saint as to which ac- 
tio l : z : z _L r a maafin A 

that the range of acti ; acceptable to the | s 
- strictive. Moreover, the manner in which = KENA saint must think about Bd rs 
the activities he pursues and the character traits he develops will strike us, as it did with 
the utilitarian saint, as containing “one thought too many.” As the utilitarian could value 
his activities and character traits only insofar as they fell under the description of ‘contri- 
butions to the general happiness’, the Kantian would have to value his activities and char- 
acter traits insofar as they were manifestations of respect for the moral law. If the devel- 
opment of our powers to achieve physical, intellectual, or artistic excellence, or the 
activities directed toward making others happy are to have any moral worth, they must 
arise from a reverence for the dignity that members of our species have as a result of being 
endowed with pure practical reason. This is a good and noble motivation, to be sure. But 
it is hardly what one expects to be dominantly behind a person’s aspirations to dance as 
well as Fred Astaire, to paint as well as Picasso, or to solve some outstanding problem in 
abstract algebra, and it is hardly what one hopes to find lying dominantly behind a father’s 
action on behalf of his son or a lover’s on behalf of her beloved. 
Since the basic problem with any of the models of moral sainthood we have been con- 
sidering is that they are dominated by a single, all-important value under which all other 
possible values must be subsumed, it may seem that the alternative interpretation of Kant, 


acceptable vocally, Acc 
can be sc - AS 
the maintenance of one’s 
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ay Gariiatys P7 it ae a snini of an ami radial theory an iil niece 
ence to its laws and maximal devotion to its interests and concerns be something we can 
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wholeheartedly strive for in ourselves and wish for in those around us, it will count in favor 
of this brand of Kantianism that its commands can be fulfilled without swallowing up the 
perfect moral agent’s entire personality. 

Even this more limited understanding of morality, if its connection to Kant’s views is 
to be taken at all seriously, is not likely to give an unqualified seal of approval to the non- 
morally directed ideals I have been advocating. For Kant is explicit about what he calls 
“duties of apathy and self-mastery” (69/70)—duties to ensure that our passions are never 
so strong as to interfere with calm, practical deliberation, or so deep as to wrest control 
from the more disinterested, rational part of ourselves. The tight and self-conscious rein 
we are thus obliged to keep on our commitments to specific individuals and causes will 
doubtless restrict our value in these things, assigning them a necessarily attenuated place. 

A more interesting objection to this brand of Kantianism, however, comes when we 
consider the implications of placing the kind of upper bound on moral worthiness which 
seemed tc count in favor of this conception of morality. For to put such a limit on one’s 
capacity to be moral is effectively to deny, not just the moral necessity, but the moral good- 
ness of a devotion to benevolence and the maintenance of justice that passes beyond a cer- 
tain, required point. It is to deny the peavey a going oe af and Agents the 
call of a restricted set of duties. Despite aim al saint 


Despite my conviction that it is as rafie and as eee för a person to take Katharine Fep- 
burn or Jane Austen as her role model instead of Mother Theresa, it would be absurd to 
deny that Mother Theresa is a morally better person. 


I can think of ty . First, we can 


sts, but that they are 


its. Second, we can think that 
cial contract or in the recognition of our own dignified rationality. According to the first 
conception of morality, there is a cut-off line to the amount of altruism or to the extent of 
devotion to justice and fairness that is worthy of moral praise. But to draw this line ear- 
lier than the line that brings the altruist in question into a worse-off position than all those 
to whom he devotes himself seems unacceptably artificial and gratuitous. According to the 
second conception, these positive interests are not essentially related to morality at all. But 
then we are unable to regard a more affectionate and generous expression of good will to- 
ward others as a natural and reasonable extension of morality, and we encourage a cold and 
unduly self-centered approach to the development and evaluation of our motivations and 
concerns. 

A moral theory that does not contain the seeds of an all-consuming ideal of moral saint- 
hood thus seems to place false and unnatural limits on our opportunity to do moral good 


and our ‘areal to > deserve moral praise. Yet the main thrust of the arguments of this 


i f aVat 
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| ideals to w aT TE able or healthy or desirable for human b S 
spire These claims, taken together, have the appearance of a dilemma from which whetai is 
e. Ina moment, J shall argue that, despite appearances, these claims should 
not be understood as constituting a dilemma. But, before I do, let me briefly describe an- 
other path which those who are convinced by my above remarks may feel inclined to take. 
If the above remarks are understood to be implicitly critical of the views on the con- 
tent of morality which seem most popular today, an alternative that naturally suggests 
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itself is that we revise our views about the content of morality. More specifically, my re- 
marks may be taken to support a more Aristotelian, or even a more Nietzschean, approach 
to moral philosophy. Such a change in approach involves substantially broadening or re- 
placing our contemporary intuitions about which character traits constitute naota virtues 


This appead seems Ton aly to succeed, if for no thee reason, because it is doubtful 
that any single, or even any reasonably small number of substantial personal ideals could 
capture the full range of possible ways of realizing human potential or achieving human 
good which deserve encouragement and praise. Even if we could provide a sufficiently 
broad characterization of the range of positive ways for human beings to live, however, I 
think there are strong reasons not to want to incorporate such a characterization more cen- 
trally into the framework of nyata hity itself. For, in ~ that a character trait or ac- 


tivity is morally good, one cl rt | in kii ; ; 
trait o engaging in that activity: Yer, lying behind our criticism es more JOEA 
conceptions of moral sainthood, there seems to be a recognition that among the immensely 
valuable traits and activities that a human life might positively embrace are some of which 
we hope that, if a person does embrace them, he does so mot for moral reasons. In other 
words, no matter how flexible we make the guide to conduct which we choose to label 

“morality,” no matter how rich we make the life in which paat Saale ae to this ag 
wguld reas > hope that a perso - and 


er That is, there seem to be important difenes beenrien giaa aspects of a per- 
son’s life which are currently considered appropriate objects of moral evaluation and the 
aspects that might be included under the altered conception of morality we are now con- 
sidering, which the latter approach would tend wrongly to blur or to neglect. Moral 
evaluation now is focused primarily on features of a person’s life over which that person 
has control; it is largely restricted to aspects of his life which are likely to have consider- 
able effect on other people. These restrictions seem as they should be. Even if responsible 
people could reach agreement as to what constituted good taste or a healthy degree of well- 
roundedness, for example, it seems wrong to insist that everyone try to achieve these things 
or to blame someone who fails or refuses to conform. 

If we are not to respond to the unattractiveness of the moral ideals that contempo- 
rary theories yield either by offering alternative theories with more palatable ideals or 
by understanding these theories in such a way as to prevent them from yielding ideals 


at all, how, then, are we to respond? Simply, I think, by admitting that moral ideals do 
not, anid need snpieemanlanmdicTese NSO RENS Earlier, I mentioned one of the con- 


sequences of regarding as a test of an adequate moral theory that perfect obedience to 
its laws and maximal devotion to its interests be something we can wholeheartedly 
strive for in ourselves and wish for in those around us. Drawing out the consequences 
somewhat further should, I think, make us more doubtful of the proposed test than of 


MORAL SAINTS 719 


the theories which, on this test, would fail. Given the empirical circumstances, of our 


world, it seems to be an ethical fact that we have unlimited potential to be morally 


_ good, and endless opportunity to promote moral interests. But this is not incompatible 
with the not-so-ethical es that we have sound, ata and — 


Thus, in one sense at least, I am not really criticizing either Kantianism or utilitarian- 
ism. Insofar as the point of view I am offering bears directly on recent work in moral phi- 
losophy, in fact, it bears on critics of these theories who, in a spirit not unlike the spirit of 
most of this paper, point out that the perfect utilitarian would be flawed in this way or 
the perfect Kantian flawed in that.’ The assumption lying behind these claims, implicitly 
or explicitly, has been that the recognition of these flaws shows us something wrong with 
utilitarianism as opposed to Kantianism, or something wrong with Kantianism as opposed 
to utilitarianism, or something wrong with both of these theories as opposed to some 
nameless third alternative. The claims of this paper suggest, however, that this assump- 

tion is unwarranted. The flaws of a perfect master of a moral theory need not reflect flaws 


in the intramoral content of the theory itself. 
MORAL SAINTS AND MORAL PHILOSOPHY 


In pointing out the regrettable features and the necessary absence of some desirable fea- 
tures in a moral saint, I have not meant to condemn the moral saint or the person who as- 
pires to become one. Rather, I have meant to insist that the ideal of moral sainthood should 
not be held as a standard against which any other ideal must be judged or justified, and 
that the posture we take in response to the recognition that our lives are not as morally 
good as they might be need not be defensive.‘ It is misleading to insist that one is permit- 
ted to live a life in which the goals, relationships, activities, and interests that one pursues 
are not maximally morally good. For our lives are not so comprehensively subject to the 
requirement that we apply for permission, and our nonmoral reasons for the goals we set 
ourselves are not excuses, but may rather be positive, good reasons which do not exist de- 


bite aay reasons that mi al torearen t to ee en them. In other words, a person may be 


erally ignored. This pe | 

sistic. Like moral judgments, Tm about what it would be good for a person to be 
are made from a point of view outside the limits set by the values, interests, and desires 
that the person might actually have. And, like moral judgments, these judgments claim 
for themselves a kind of objectivity or a grounding in a perspective which any rational and 


perceptive being can take isp Salites moral judgments, however, the good with which 


Nonetheless, it would be equally misleading to say that these judgments are made for 
the sake of the individual himself. For these judgments ai are not concerned with what kind 


of life it is in a person’s interest to lead, but 

for a person to have, and it need not be in a person’s interest that he acquire or maintain 
objectively good interests. Indeed, the model of the Loving Saint, whose interests are iden- 
tified with the int i ‘ | 3 
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reason not to aspire to this ideal and that some of us would have reason to be sorry if our 
children aspired to and achieved it. 

The moral point of view, we might say, is the point of view one takes up insofar as one 
takes the recognition of the fact that one is just one person among others equally real and 
deserving of the good things in life as a fact with practical consequences, a fact the recog- 
nition of which demands expression in one’s actions and in the form of one’s practical de- 
liberations. Competing moral theories offer alternative answers to the question of what the 
most correct or the best way to express this fact is. In doing so, they offer alternative ways 
to evaluate and to compare the variety of actions, states of affairs, and so on that appear 
good and bad to agents from other, nonmoral points of view. But it seems that alternative 
interpretations of the moral point of view do not exhaust the ways in which our actions, 
characters, and their consequences can be Sop sea and os eee Let 
us os = point of view from which we consider what 


indivi i 
ni either point of view provides a way of comprehensively evaluating a person’s life, 


each point of view takes account of, and, in a sense, subsumes the other. From the moral 
point of view, the perfection of an individual life will have some, but limited, value—for 
each individual remains, after all, just one person among others. From the perfectionist 
point of view, the moral worth of an individual’s relation to his world will likewise have 
some, but limited, value—for, as I have argued, the (perfectionist) goodness of an indi- 
vidual’s life does not vary proportionally with the degree to which it exemplifies moral 
goodness. 

It may not be the case that the perfectionist point of view is like the moral point of 
view in being a point of view we are ever obliged to take up and express in our actions. 
Nonetheless, it provides us with reasons that are independent of moral reasons for want- 
ing ourselves and others to develop our characters and live our lives in certain ways. When 
we take up this point of view and ask how much it would be good for an individual to act 
from the moral point of view, we do not find an obvious answer.’ 

The considerations of this paper suggest, at any rate, that the answer is not “as much 
as possible.” This has implications both for the continued development of moral theories 
and for the development of metamoral \ views and for our conception of moral pibas oat. 
more generally. Fro | | 


i for the affirmati 3 
must examine explicitly UTEE Dema a R ol in light of 
this examination, they must ask how the acceptance of a moral theory is to be under- 
stood and acted upon. For the claims of this paper do not so much conflict with the con- 
tent of any particular currently popular moral theory as they call into question a meta- 
moral assumption that og Sub, olla Lgo of moral theory more generally. 
Specifically, the np i . 

. BRE 

The role morality plays in the development of our characters and the shape of our prac- 
tical deliberations need be neither that of a universal medium into which all other values 
must be translated nor that of an ever-present filter through which all other values must 
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pass. This is not to say that moral value should not be an important, even the most im- 
portant, kind of value we attend to in rcualnerinesA os peop Oving ourselves and ¢ our world. 
It is to say that our valı mpreher e model of at 


The philosophical temperament will naturally incline, at this point, toward asking, 
“What, then, is at the top—or, if there is no top, how are we to decide when and how 
much to be moral?” In other words, there is a temptation to seek a metamoral—though 
not, in the standard sense, metaethical—theory that will give us principles, or, at least, 
informal directives on the basis of which we can develop and evaluate more comprehen- 
sive personal ideals. Perhaps a theory that distinguishes among the various roles a person 
is expected to play within a life—as professional, as citizen, as friend, and so on—might 
give us some rules that would offer us, if nothing else, a better framework in which to 
think about and discuss these questions. I am pessimistic, however, about the chances of 
such a theory to yield substantial and satisfying results. For I do not see how a metamoral 
theory could be constructed which would not be subject to considerations parallel to those 
which seem inherently to limit the appropriateness of regarding moral theories as ultimate 
comprehensive guides for action. 

This suggests that, at some point, both in our philosophizing and in our lives, we must 
be willing to raise normative questions from a perspective that is unattached to a com- 
mitment to any particular well-ordered system of values. It must be admitted that, in 
doing so, we run the risk of finding normative answers that diverge from the answers given 
by whatever ae theory one accepts. This, I take it, is the grain of truth in G. E. Moore’s 

“open question” argument. In the aoe of this paper, then, there lurks a commit- 
ment to what seems to me to be a thy form a .Itisa form of intuition- 
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of California Press, 1976), p. 214. 
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Ethical Theories,” Journal of Philosophy, LXIII, 14 (Aug. 12, 1976): 453-466. 

4. George Orwell makes a similar point in “Reflections on Gandhi,” in A Collection of Essays by 
George Orwell (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1945, p. 176: “sainthood is . . . a thing 
that human beings must avoid . . . It is too readily assumed that . . . the ordinary man only 

rejects it because it is too difficult, in other words, that the average human being is a failed saint. 

It is doubtful whether this is true. Many people genuinely do not wish to be saints, and it is 

probable that some who achieve or aspire to sainthood have never felt much temptation co be 


human beings.” 

5. A similar view, which has strongly influenced mine, is expressed by Thomas Nagel in “The Frag- 
mentation of Value,” in Mortal Questions (New York: Cambridge, 1979), pp. 128-141. Nagel fo- 
cuses on the difficulties such apparently incommensurable points of view create for specific, 
isolable practical decisions that must be made both by individuals and by societies. In focusing 
on the way in which these points of view figure into the development of individual personal 
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ideals, the questions with which I am concerned are more likely to lurk in the background of 
any individual's life. 

6. The variety of forms that a conception of supererogation might take, however, has not generally 
been noticed. Moral theories that make use of this notion typically do so by identifying some 
specific set of principles as universal moral requirements and supplement this list with a further 
set of directives which it is morally praiseworthy but not required for an agent to follow. {See, 
e.g., Charles Fried, Right and Wrong (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard, 1979).} But it is possible that 
the ability to live a morally blameless life cannot be so easily or definitely secured as this type of 
theory would suggest. The fact that there are some situations in which an agent is morally re- 
quired to do something and other situations in which it would be good but not required for an 
agent to do something does not imply that there are specific principles such that, in any situa- 
tion, an agent is required to act in accordance with these principles and other specific principles 
such that, in any situation, it would be good but not required for an agent to act in accordance 
with those principles. 
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Moral Luck 


The good will is not good because of what it effects or accomplishes or because of its adequacy 


to achieve some proposed end; it ‘qoute eee i.e., It is good of itself. 
And, regarded for itself, it is to be esteemed incomparably higher than anything which could 
be brought about by it in favor of any inclination or even of the sum total of all inclinations. 
Even if it should happen that, by a particularly unfortunate fate or by the niggardly provision 
of a stepmotherly nature, this will should be wholly lacking in power to accomplish its pur- 
pose, and if even the greatest effort should not avail it to achieve anything of its end, and if 
there remained only the good will (not as a mere wish but as the summoning of all the means 
in our power), it would sparkle like a jewel in its own right, as something that had its full 
worth in itself. Usefulness or fruitlessness can neither diminish nor augment this worth.’ 


From Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions. pp. 98—109. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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He would presumably have said | ab ad will: whether it accomplishes its 
evil purposes is morally irrelevant. ae a course aft action that would be condemned if it 
had a bad outcome cannot be vindicated if by luck i it turns out get 2 


te view seems to _ aoe but it arises in 


wha 3 yntrol. Such judgment is istent 
from the alanin of ams as a ine or Baal ing: or state of affairs. The latter may 
be present in addition to moral judgment, but when we blame someone for his actions we 
are not merely saying it is bad that they happened, or bad that he exists: we are judging 
him, saying he is bad, which is different from his being a bad thing. This kind of judg- 
ment takes only a certain kind of object. Without being able to explain exactly why, we 
feel that the appropriateness of moral assessment is easily undermined by the discovery 
that the act or attribute, no matter how good or bad, is not under the person’s control. 
While other evaluations remain, this one seems to lose its footing. So a clear absence of 
control, produced by involuntary movement, physical force, or ignorance of the circum- 
stances, excuses what is done from moral judgment. But what we do depends in many 
more ways than these on what is not under our control—what is not jeans by : a ee 


l. This i is true sf aaa alr ofa evolat in, che e e ait certain inter- 
ests for the sake of others—almost any morally important act. What has been done, and 
what is morally judged, is partly determined by external factors. However jewel-like the 
good will may be in its own right, there is a morally significant difference between rescuing 
someone from a burning building and dropping him from a twelfth-story window while try- 
ing to rescue him. Similarly, there is a morally significant difference between reckless dri- 
ving and manslaughter. But whether a reckless driver hits a pedestrian depends on the pres- 
ence of the oe at the Siea where he paca passes a red ae What we do is also 
limited | by yrtunities and choices with wl aced, and these are largely de- — 
t ey u ol. Sorks who was an offset in a concentration camp 
| might have led a quiet and harmless life if the Nazis had never come to power in Germany. 

And someone who led a quiet and harmless life in Argentina might have become an officer 
in a concentration camp if he had not left Germany for business reasons in 1930. 
I shall say more later about E and other wb I introduce them here to illus- 


m ama o Such ithe 2 can ibe mese or Baa And dhe problem caved 
by this phenomenon, which led Kant to deny its possibility, is that the broad range of ex- 
ternal influences here identified seems on close examination to undermine moral assess- 
ment as surely as does the narrower range of familiar excusing conditions. If the condition 
of control is consistently applied, ic threatens to erode most of the moral assessments we 
find it natural to make. The things for which people are morally judged are determined 


in more ways than we at first realize by what is beyond their control. And when the seem- 
ingly natural requirement of fault or responsibility is applied in light of these facts, it 


leaves few pre-reflective moral judgments intact. . Ultimately, nothing or almost nothing 
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Why not conclude, then, that the condition of control is false—that it is an initially 
plausible hypothesis refuted by clear counter-examples? One could in that case look 
instead for a more refined condition which picked out the kinds of lack of control that 
really undermine certain moral judgments, without yielding the unacceptable conclusion 


ieee from the broader condition, that most or all ordinary moral judgments are 


What rules out this escape is that we are dealing not with a theoretical conjecture but 
with a philosophical problem. The condition of control does not suggest itself merely as 
a generalization from certain clear cases. It seems correct in the further cases to which it is 
extended beyond the original set. When we undermine moral assessment by considering 
new ways in which control is absent, we are not just discovering what would follow given 
the general hypothesis, but are actually being persuaded that in itself the absence of con- 


_ idea of moral assessment, when it is meee in view of a more complete and precise ac- 
count of the facts. It would therefore be a mistake to argue from the unacceptability of the 
conclusions to the need for a different account of the conditions of moral responsibility. 


It resembles the situation in another area of philosophy, the theory of knowledge: There 
too conditions which seem perfectly natural, and which grow out of the ordinary proce- 
dures for challenging and defending claims to knowledge, threaten to undermine all sach 


claims if consistently applied. Most skeptical arguments have this quality: they do not de- 


m is- 


pend on the imposition of afitgeeilia sane standards of i a arrived at t by 
understanding, but appear to grow bly from : 
standards.’ There is a ian ceili as well, GE r epistemological skepticism a arises 
from consideration of the we in eae r beli | . 


ICE eseli processes to scrutiny in an effort to Gy" error, but our dndi at this 
next level also result, in part, from influences which we do not control directly. The same 


will be true no matter how far we carry the investigation. Our beliefs are always, ulti- 


mately, due to fa ide ‘rol, and the impossibility of encompassing those 
factors oe ae at the mercy of others lead us to doubt whether we know reannyieciaeE 


It looks as though, if any of 
knowledge. 


Moral luck is like this because while there are various respects in which the natural ob- 
jects of moral assessment are out of our control or influenced by what is out of our con- 


trol, we cannot reflect on these facts without losing our grip on the j nt 
There are which the natural objects of moral assessment are 
disturbingly subject to luck. One is the phenomenon of constitutive luck 


person you are, where this is not just a question of what you deliberately do, but of 
ee, eee Another category is luck in one’s — 


with che ROTERE 


seems irrational to take or dispense credit or blame for matters over which a person has no 
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conic’ or for their influence on results o over gac he has partial control. — am ue 


fie us first aia kele boat ad bad, in the way cant turn out. Kant, in the above- 
quoted passage, has one brei of this in mind, ie the category covers a wide range. It 


: , the artist who abandons his 


ample of ay take i is aia Fe ait mere to wine Te only slightly for the negli- 
gence itself if no situation arose pun sa i him to mie Gees iad Ses to 


i ere ths, ad would 
Sabie be oiasecttie’ for manslaughter. But if he pasi no one, arrears his reddend 
is exactly the same, he is guilty of a far less serious legal offense and will certainly reproach 
himself and be alas 3) others Agi less p ei %0 take another legal example, the 
alty fo: nurder the r successft irder—however similar the 
intentions cate motives pof 7 aih may ober in he two cases. His degree of culpability 
can depend, it would seem, on whether the victim happened to be wearing a bullet-proof 
vest, or whether a bird Me into ye U s Bale bullet—matters beyond his control. 
Finally, there are cases of decisior ertainty—common in public and in pri- 
vate life. Anna Revenitia goes pof anm arorik Gaui leaves his family, Chamberlain 
signs the Munich agreement, the Decembrists persuade the troops under their command 
to revolt agaisnt the czar, the American colonies declare their independence from Britain, 
you introduce two people in an attempt at match-making. It is tempting in all such cases 
to feel that some decision must be possible, in the light of what is known at the time, 
which will make reproach unsuitable no matter how things turn out. But this is not true; 
when someone acts in such ways he takes his life, or his moral position, into his hands, be- 
cause how things turn out determines what he has done. It is possible a/so to assess the de- 
cision from the point of view of what could be known at the time, but this is not the end 
of the story. If the Decembrists had succeeded in overthrowing Nicholas I in 1825 and es- 
tablishing a constitutional regime, they would be heroes. As it is, not only did they fail 
and pay for it, but they bore some responsibility for the terrible punishments meted out 
to the troops who had been persuaded to follow them. If the American Revolution had 
been a bloody failure resulting in greater repression, then Jefferson, Franklin and Wash- 
ington would still have made a noble attempt, and might not even have regretted it on 
their way to the scaffold, but they would also have had to blame themselves for what they 
had helped to bring on their compatriots. (Perhaps peaceful efforts at reform would even- 
tually have succeeded.) If Hitler had not overrun Europe and exterminated millions, but 
instead had died of a heart attack after occupying the Sudetenland, Chamberlain’s action 
at Munich would still have utterly betrayed the Czechs, but it would not be the great 
moral disaster that has made his name a household word.’ 
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maz : a . One 
a of assessment of the choice is possible in iR but re kind must await the 
outcome, because the outcome determines what has been done. The same degree of cul- 
pability or estimability in intention, motive, or concern is compatible with a wide range 
of judgments, positive or negative, depending on what happened beyond the point of de- 
cision. The mens rea which could have existed in the absence of any consequences does not 
exhaust the grounds of moral judgment. Actual results influence culpability or esteem in 
a large class of unquestionably ethical cases ranging from negligence through political 
choice. 


_ the results. If one negligently leaves the bath running with the baby in it, one will real- 
ize, as one bounds up the stairs toward the bathroom, that if the baby has drowned one 
has done something awful, whereas if it has not one has merely been careless. Someone 
who launches a violent revolution against an authoritarian regime knows that if he fails 
he will be responsible for much suffering that is in vain, but if he succeeds he will be jus- 

tified by the outcome. I do not mean that angie action can be a poe hy his- 

tory. Cert ian aiino ania — _ 


Nevének Ries dong eem does depend on the outcome, it is obijeseaiae 
and timeless and not dependent on a change of standpoint produced by success or failure. 
The judgment after the fact follows from an hypothetical judgment that can be made be- 
forehand, and it can be made as easily by someone else as by the agent. 

From the point of view which makes responsibility dependent on control, all this seems 
absurd. How is it possible to be more or less culpable depending on whether a child gets 


into the lal a one’s car, or a bird into the paa of one’s a : CEE 


. The problem 


of A or attempt, the pattern seems to be that overall klibi corresponds to 
the product of mental or intentional fault and the seriousness of the outcome. Cases of de- 
cision under pa ia are less easly cel Wee in this way, for it seems that 

| t can ever | OSItIVE 1 l 3 on utcome. But here 
too it seems Taciak to subtract the effects of occurrences EN to the choice, that 
were merely possible at the time, and concentrate moral assessment on the actual decision 
in light of the probabilities. If the object of moral judgment is the person, then to hold him 
accountable for what he has done in the broader sense is akin to strict liability, which may 
have its legal uses but seems irrational as a moral position. 

The result of such a line of thought is to pare down each act to its morally essential 
core, an inner act of pure will assessed by motive and intention. Adam Smith advocates 
such a position in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, but notes that it runs contrary to our ac- 
tual judgments. 


But how well soever we may seem to be persuaded of the truth of this equitable maxim, when 
we aidi it after this manner, in abstract, yet Liens we come to particular cases, the actual | 


CONSE 1] i > i | yen t Sri ee O $a d 
( d U es Lil JVC L a = U = 
J z Cil o VLU 


cE ts merit or demerit, and almost always either e e or diminish our 
Si Scarce, in a any one instance, pmd will our sentiments ae found, after ex- 
amination, to be entirely regulated by this rule, which we all acknowledge ought entirely to 


regulate them.° 
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Joel Feinberg points out further that testricting the domain of moral responsibility to the 
inner world will not immunize it to luck. 


Factors beyond the agent’s control, like a cough- 
ing fit, can interfere with his decisions as aL as yo can with the ca of a bullet from 
his gun.’ Nevertheless the rendency to cut down th ) sment is perv 


. Let us consider that 


next. 


-Kant was particularly insistent on the moral pa of qualities of temperament 


and per rol c Such qualities as sympathy or 
toltiness SE Btovitle eke Secor e SE which obedience to moral requirements is 
more or less difficult, but they could not be objects of moral assessment themselves, and 
might well interfere with confident assessment of its proper object—th 
y. This rules out moral judgment of many of the virtues and 
vices, which are states of character that influence choice but are certainly not exhausted by 
dispositions to act deliberately in certain ways. A person may be greedy, envious, cowardly, 
cold, ungenerous, unkind, vain, or conceited, but behave perfectly by a monumental effort 
of will. To possess these vices is to be unable to help having certain feelings under certain 
circumstances, and to have strong spontaneous impulses to act badly. Even if one controls 
the impulses, one still has the vice. An envious person hates the greater success of others. 
He can be morally condemned as envious even if he congratulates them cordially and does 
nothing to denigrate or spoil their success. Conceit, likewise, need not be displayed. It is 
fully present in someone who cannot help dwelling with secret satisfaction on the superi- 
ority of his own achievements, talents, beauty, intelligence, or virtue. To some extent such 
a quality may be the product of earlier choices; to some extent it may be amenable to 
change by current actions. But it is largely a matter of constitutive bad fortu 


plea 


es Aa | 
s | It may sath easier for some i ~~ hen >. but 
it must be possible to achieve it by making the right choices, against whatever tempera- 
mental background.* One may want to have a generous spirit, or regret not having one, 
: but it makes no sense to condemn oneself or anyone else for a quality which is not within 
the control of the will. Condemnation implies that you should not be like that, not that 
it is unfortunate that you are. 
Nevertheless, Kant’s conclusion remains intuitively unacceptable. We may be per- 
suaded that these moral judgments are irrational, but they reappear involuntarily as soon 
as the argument is over. This is the pattern throughout the subject. 


The catego , and I shall mention it 
P pas 


he will never have the chance to distinguish or disgrace himself in this way, and his moral 
record will be different.’ 


A conspicuous example of this is political. Ordinary citizens of 


| 
| situation he would behave ina cowardly or heroic fashion, but if the situation never arises, 


had an 


opportunity to behave heroically by opposing the regime. They also had an opportunity 
to behave badly, and most of them are culpable for having failed this test. But it is a test 
to which the citizens of other countries were not subjected, with the result that even if 
they, or some of them, would have behaved as badly as the Germans in like circumstances, 
they simply did not and therefore are not similarly culpable. Here again one is morally at 
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the mercy of fate, and it may seem 1 irrational upon reflection, but our widina moral atti- 


This eam of m i Re by ne ne is mis EPR Epe a we can in esi 


to see how rope: in the arte of poser ei the oe i is SMS eo a ey 


_ sponsible for. (This is not a contradiction, but it is a paradox.) 
It should be obvious that there is a connection between these problems about respon- 
ee and come and an even more een problem, that 
he last ty | luck I want to take up, though I can do no more within the scope 
of Te essay ir indicate its connection with fe other types. 

If one cannot be responsible for consequences of one’s acts due to factors beyond one’s 
control, or for antecedents of one’s acts that are properties of temperament not subject to 
one’s will, or for the circumstances that pose one’s moral choices, then how can one be re- 
sponsible even for the stripped-down acts of the will itself, if they are the product of an- 
tecedent circumstances outside of the will’s control? 

The area of genuine agency, and therefore of legitimate moral judgment, seems to 


shrink under this ase to an extensionless point. coe cee ee 


pa it may remain possible to take up the aesthetic or other evaluative ana- 
logues of the moral attitudes that are thus displaced. 
It is also possible, of course, to brazen it out and refuse to accept the results, which in- 


deed s seem Vanes Ca as soon as we stop chin ine Ava the cence cheat eae 


eeailonmnee' but aie etic circumstances were zot different, and the agent in fact suc- 
ceeded in perpetrating a p enlai cruel murder, mes is what he did, and that is ar 


ms is S eda for. So 


ig since he did be = ae TE result of those a a eirs 


cumstances) into the sort of swine he is, and into the person who committed such a mur- 


ordinary conditions of responsibility—the absence of coercion, ignorance, or involuntary 
movement—as part of the determination of what someone has done; but it is understood 


not to exclude the influence 


e na of m , Something in the ordinary idea of what some- 
one does mus zI ain how it can seem necessary to subtract from it anything that merely 
happens—even though the ultimate consequence of such subtraction is that nothing re- 
mains. And something in the ordinary idea of knowledge must explain why it seems to be 
undermined by any influences on belief not within the control of the subject—so that 
knowledge seems impossible without an impossible foundation in autonomous reason. But 
let us leave epistemology aside and concentrate on action, character, and moral assessment. 
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t does not say merely that a certain event or state of affairs is fortunate or un- 
fortunate or even terrible. It is not an evaluation of a state of the world, or of an individual 
as part of the world. We are not thinking just that it would be better if he were different, 


or did not exist, or had not done some of the things he has done. Lidtneiaiian: ance’ 


What, however, do we have in mind that a person must de to be the object of these 
moral attitudes? While the concept of agency is easily undermined, it is very difficult to 
give it a positive characterization. That i is familiar from the literature on Free Will. 

I believe that in a sense problem has olution, because something in the idea of 
agency is D onae with actions Heine events, or people being things. But as the ex- 
ternal determinants of what someone has done are gradually exposed, in their effect on 
consequences, character, and choice itself, i it puos peeve Sas that actions are events 
and ee HES entually p whic 7 | ai hi 


Though I cannot define the idea of the active a eon is gas undermined, it is possi- 


ble to say AS ioi its sources. There is a close 


; what is : ality > an acc E Tp 
same essentially ata conception r the self to others. About ourselves we feel pride, 
shame, guilt, remorse—and agent-regret. We do not regard our actions and our characters 
merely as fortunate or unfortunate episodes—though they may also be that. We cannot 
simply take an external evaluative view of ourselves—of what we most essentially are and 
what we do. And this remains true even when we have seen that we are not responsible 
for Our Own existence, or our nature, or the choices we have to make, or the circumstances 
that give our acts the consequences they have. Those acts remain ours and we remain our- 
selves, despite the persuasiveness of the reasons that seem to argue us out of existence. 

It is this internal view that we extend to others in moral judgment—when 
_ them rather than their desirability or utility. We extend to others the refusal to limit our- 
selves to external evaluation, and we accord to them selves like our own. But in both cases 
this comes up against the brutal inclusion of humans and everything about them in a 
world from which they cannot be separated and of which they are nothing but contents. 
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Tieme eonseaucncesinsthest stion of what we have done is act — 
ut cake paradoxical ane of moral luck which 
emerges from this acknowledgment shows that we are unable to operate with such a view, 
for it leaves us with no one to be. The same ehu is revealed in the iis goes that de- 
terminism obliterates responsibility. C spect nat we o eone else 
does as so hing that happens, ose OUL Lrib. on 


Lal V can dee t] qoer and not | oC the Nappe ning. 


he idea tha 
is explains why the absence of 
determinism is no more hospitable to the concept of agency than is its presence—a point 


peen done ana 
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that has been noticed often. Either way the act is viewed externally, as part of the course 

of events. 
ception of agency and its special connecti O i 

Ss I do not have such an account. The nja i to ey the reas ine a SO- 
lution can be determined only by seeing whether in some degree the incompatibility be- 
tween this conception and the various ways in which we do not control what we do is only 
Supe I have Maule ie - to offer on that topic either. Bu 
that. Da! Oral a rudes toward ourselves and otn 


k cae r chey as are also threatened by the source: 


Notes 


1. Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, first section, third paragraph. 

2. See Thompson Clark, ‘The Legacy of Skepticism,’ Journal of Philosophy. LXIX, no. 20 (Novem- 
ber 9, 1972), 754-69. 

3. Such a case, modelled on the life of Gauguin, is discussed by Bernard Williams in ‘Moral 
Luck,’ Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary vol. L (1976), 115-35 (to which the 
original version of this essay was a reply). He points out that though success or failure can- 
not be predicted in advance, Gauguin’s most basic retrospective feelings about the decision 
will be determined by the development of his talent. My disagreement with Williams is that 
his account fails to explain why such retrospective attitudes can be called moral. If success 
does not permit Gauguin to justify himself to others, but still determines his most basic feel- 
ings, that shows only that his most basic feelings need not be moral. It does not show that 
morality is subject to luck. If the retrospective judgment were moral, it would imply the 
truth of a hypothetical judgment made in advance, of the form ‘If I leave my family and be- 
come a great painter, I will be justified by success; if I don’t become a great painter, the act 
will be unforgivable.’ 

4. Williams’ term (zb7d.). 

5. For a fascinating but morally repellent discussion of the topic of justification by history, see 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Humanisme et Terreur (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), translated as Humanism 
and Terror (Boston: Beacon, 1969). 

6. Pt. H, sect. 3, Introduction, para. 5. 

7. ‘Problematic Responsibility in Law and Morals, in Joel Feinberg, Doing and Deserving (Prince- 
ton: Princeton University Press, 1970). 

8. ‘if nature has put little sympathy in the heart of a man, and if he, though an honest man, is by 
temperament cold and indifferent to the sufferings of others, perhaps because he is provided 
with special gifts of patience and fortitude and expects or even requires that others should have 
the same—and such a man would certainly not be the meanest product of nature—would not 
he find in himself a source from which to give himself a far higher worth than he could have 
got by having a good-natured temperament?’ (Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, first sec- 
tion, eleventh paragraph). 

9. Cf. Thomas Gray, ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’: 


Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest, 
Some Cromwell, guiltless of his country’s blood. 


An unusual example of circumstantial moral luck is provided by the kind of moral dilemma 
with which someone can be faced through no fault of his own, but which leaves him with noth- 
ing to do which is not wrong. See chapter 5; and Bernard Williams, ‘Ethical Consistency, 
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IO, 


Ipe 


123 


Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary vol. XXXIX (1965), reprinted in Problems of 
the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), pp. 166-86. 

Circumstantial luck can extend to aspects of the situation other than individual behavior. For 
example, during the Vietnam War even U.S. citizens who had opposed their country’s actions 
vigorously from the start often felt compromised by its crimes. Here they were not even re- 
sponsible; there was probably nothing they could do to stop what was happening, so the feel- 
ing of being implicated may seem unintelligible. But it is nearly impossible to view the crimes 
of one’s own country in the same way that one views the crimes of another country, no matter 
how equal one’s lack of power to stop them in the two cases. One żs a citizen of one of them, 
and has a connection with its actions (even if only through taxes that cannot be withheld)— 
that one does not have with the other’s. This makes it possible to be ashamed of one’s country, 
and to feel a victim of moral bad luck that one was an American in the 1960s. 

The corresponding position in epistemology would be that knowledge consists of true beliefs 
formed in certain ways, and that it does not require all aspects of the process to be under the 
knower’s control, actually or potentially. Both the correctness of these beliefs and the process 
by which they are arrived at would therefore be importantly subject to luck. The Nobel Prize 
is not awarded to people who turn out to be wrong, no matter how brilliant their reasoning. 
See P. F. Strawson’s discussion of the conflict between the objective attitude and personal reac- 
tive attitudes in ‘Freedom and Resentment’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 1962, reprinted 
in Studies in the Philosophy of Thought and Action, ed. P. F. Strawson (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1968), and in P. F. Strawson, Freedom and Resentment and Other Essays (London: Methuen, 
1974). 
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PART HI 


CONTEMPORARY MORAL 
PROBLEMS 


INTRODUCTION 


by Peter Singer 


Peter Singer (1946- ) is Professor of Philosophy at Monash University in Australia. He ex- 
amines the development and importance of applied ethics in recent moral philosophy. 


To an observer of moral philosophy in the twentieth century, the most striking develop- 
ment of the past twenty years would not be any advance in our theoretical understanding 
of the subject, nor would it be the acceptance of any particular ideas about right and 
wrong. It would, rather, be the revival of an entire department of the subject: applied 
ethics. 

I use the term ‘revival’ because applied ethics is not new to philosophy. . . . From 
Plato onwards moral philosophers have confronted practical questions, including suicide, 
the exposure of infants, the treatment of women, and the proper behaviour of public offi- 
cials. . . . Christian philosophers like Augustine and Aquinas examined with great care 
such matters as when a war was just, whether it could ever be right to tell a lie, and if a 
Christian woman did wrong to commit suicide in order to save herself from rape. Hobbes, 
with the English Civil War freshly in mind, had an urgent practical purpose in writing 
about the moral basis of obedience to the sovereign. Practical concerns continued with 
Hume and then with the British utilitarians. Bentham’s reforming zeal ranged over an in- 
credible variety of topics, and Mill . . . wrote celebrated essays on liberty and on the 
subjection of women. 

Despite this long tradition, for most of the present century moral philosophers kept 
aloof from practical ethics—a fact that becomes all the more remarkable if we consider the 
traumatic events through which most of them lived. . . . 

Instead of taking up practical issues, moral philosophers limited themselves to the 
study of the nature of morality, or (in the heyday of linguistic philosophy) to the study of 
the meaning of moral judgements. This came to be known as ‘meta-ethics’—a term which 
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signified that they were not actually saking part in ethics, but were engaged in a higher- 
level study about ethics. Normative ethics, the study of general theories about what is good 
and bad, right and wrong, was considered an important part of ethics until the 1930s. 
Then it too was relegated to a secondary concern, except for occasional discussions of utili- 
tarianism and the different forms it might take. 

Ordinary people—and no doubt students beginning their study of the subject—some- 
times still harboured the illusion that moral philosophy could be of some use in deciding 
what we ought to do. Leading philosophers like A. J. Ayer soon put them right: ‘It is silly, 
as well as presumptuous, for any one type of philosopher to pose as the champion of virtue. 
And it is also one reason why many people find moral philosophy an unsatisfactory sub- 
ject. For they mistakenly look to the moral philosopher for guidance. C. D. Broad went 
to the trouble of offering reasons for the received wisdom: ‘It is no part of the professional 
business of moral philosophers to tell people what they ought or ought not to do. . . 
Moral philosophers, as such, have no special information not available to the general pub- 
lic about what is right and what is wrong; nor have they any call to undertake those hor- 
tatory functions which are so adequately performed by clergymen, politicians, leader-writ- 
ers {editorialists}. . . .” 

It may in part have been doubts about the adequacy of those to whom Broad refers 
which induced moral philosophers to take up practical questions; someone had to be able 
to do better than the clergy, politicians, and leader-writers! More importantly, those who 
nodded assent to views like Ayer’s and Broad’s had not stopped to ask whether moral 
philosophers could, without merely preaching, make an effective contribution to ethical 
dilemmas. Does expertise in moral philosophy equip one to clarify the muddy waters of 
popular moral debates? Does a knowledge of normative ethical theories make it possible 
to apply such theories to real ethical problems? Can such an application lead to more de- 
fensible positions on these questions? The possibility of an affirmative answer to such ques- 
tions began to be widely recognized only during the 1960s, when first the American civil 
rights movement, and then the Vietnam war and the rise of student activism began to 
draw philosophers into discussions of moral issues: equality, justice, war, and civil disobe- 
dience. Philosophers who entered these debates as concerned citizens gradually realized 
that they were discussing ethical questions which were part of the philosophical tradition 
in which they had been educated. The skills they had acquired in studying and teaching 
philosophy were suddenly highly relevant. . . . 

The broader community has willingly accepted the relevance and value of contributions 
by philosophers to practical issues—perhaps they too have not been entirely satisfied with 
the performance of the clergy, politicians, and leader-writers. This acceptance is particu- 
larly noticeable in bioethics, where new developments in medicine and the biological sci- 
ences throw up ethical questions which have few precedents. Thus it was no surprise when 
the British Government appointed a philosopher, Mary Warnock, to chair its Committee 
of Inquiry into Human Fertilisation and Embryology.’ In several countries philosophers 
sit on ethics committees in universities, passing judgement on research involving human 
or animal experimentation, and in some hospitals they are members of committees which 
advise on such matters as the withdrawal of treatment from comatose patients. In the Aus- 
tralian state of Victoria, there is now even a legislative requirement that medical experi- 
ments involving human embryos must be approved by a committee which includes, 
among other members, ‘a person holding a qualification in the study of philosophy.’ 

Applied ethics has become part of the teaching of most philosophy departments in En- 
glish-speaking universities, taking its place alongside meta-ethics and normative ethics. 
The climate of political radicalism and student activism from which applied ethics gained 
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so much initial impetus has gone; but applied ethics continues to thrive. This should cause 
no surprise; it is testimony to the perennial importance of the issues discussed, and to the 
need for them to be discussed with the greatest possible clarity and rigour. Against the 
long history of philosophical involvement in practical ethical issues, it is the neglect of ap- 
plied ethics in the earlier years of this century which should be regarded as surprising. 


Notes 


A. J. Ayer, ‘The Analysis of Moral Judgements’ in Philosophical Essays (London, 1959), p. 246. 
C. D. Broad, Ethics and the History of Philosophy (London, 1952), p. 244. 
See the Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Human Fertilisation and Embryology (London, 1984). 
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40. JUDITH JARVIS THOMSON 


Judith Thomson (1929- ) is Professor of Philosophy at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech- 
nology. She argues that, even if the human fetus is a person, abortion remains morally per- 
missible in a variety of cases in which the mother’s life is not threatened. 


A Defense of Abortion 


Most opposition to abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a human being, a per- 
son, from the moment of conception. The premise is argued for, but, as I chink, not well. 
Take, for example, the most common argument. We are asked to notice that the develop- 
ment of a human being from conception through birth into childhood is continuous; then 
it is said that to draw a line, to choose a point in this development and say “before this 
point the thing is not a person, after this point it is a person” is to make an arbitrary choice, 
a choice for which in the nature of things no good reason can be given. It is concluded that 
the fetus is, or anyway that we had better say it is, a person from the moment of concep- 
tion. But this conclusion does not follow. Similar things might be said about the devel- 
opment of an acorn into an oak tree, and it does not follow that acorns are oak trees, or 
that we had better say they are. Arguments of this form are sometimes called “slippery 
slope arguments’—the phrase is perhaps self-explanatory—and it is dismaying that op- 
ponents of abortion rely on them so heavily and uncritically. 

I am inclined to agree, however, that the prospects for “drawing a line” in the devel- 
opment of the fetus look dim. I am inclined to think also that we shall probably have to 
agree that the fetus has already become a human person well before birth. Indeed, it comes 
as a surprise when one first learns how early in its life it begins to acquire human charac- 
teristics. By the tenth week, for example, it already has a face, arms and legs, fingers and 
toes; it has internal organs, and brain activity 1s detectable.' On the other hand, I chink 
that the premise is false, that the fetus is not a person from the moment of conception. A 
newly fertilized ovum, a newly implanted clump of cells, is no more a person than an acorn 
is an oak tree. But I shall not discuss any of this. For it seems to me to be of great inter- 
est to ask what happens if, for the sake of argument, we allow the premise. How, precisely, 
are we supposed to get from there to the conclusion that abortion is morally impermissi- 
ble? Opponents of abortion commonly spend most of their time establishing that the fetus 
is a person, and hardly any time explaining the step from there to the impermissibility of 
abortion. Perhaps they think the step too simple and obvious to require much comment. 
Or perhaps instead they are simply being economical in argument. Many of those who de- 
fend abortion rely on the premise that the fetus is not a person, but only a bit of tissue 


Judith Jarvis Thompson, “A Defense of Abortion,” Philosophy & Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1, 1971. Copyright © 1971 
by Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 
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that will become a person at birth; and why pay out more arguments than you have to? 
Whatever the explanation, I suggest that the step they take is neither easy nor obvious, 
that it calls for closer examination than it is commonly given, and that when we do give 
it this closer examination we shall feel inclined to reject it. 

I propose, then, that we grant that the fetus is a person from the moment of concep- 
tion. How does the argument go from here? Something like this, I take it. Every person 
has a right to life. So the fetus has a right to life. No doubt the mother has a right to de- 
cide what shall happen in and to her body; everyone would grant that. But surely a per- 
son’s right to life is stronger and more stringent than the mother’s right to decide what 
happens in and to her body, and so outweighs it. So the fetus may not be killed; an abor- 
tion may not be performed. 

It sounds plausible. But now let me ask you to imagine this. You wake up in the morn- 
ing and find yourself back to back in bed with an unconscious violinist. A famous uncon- 
scious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal kidney ailment, and the Society of Music 
Lovers has canvassed all the available medical records and found that you alone have the 
right blood type to help. They have therefore kidnapped you, and last night the violinist’s 
circulatory system was plugged into yours, so that your kidneys can be used to extract poi- 
sons from his blood as well as your own. The director of the hospital now tells you, “Look, 
we're sorry the Society of Music Lovers did this to you—-we would never have permitted 
it if we had known. But still, they did it, and the violinist now is plugged into you. To 
unplug you would be to kill him. But never mind, it’s only for nine months. By then he 
will have recovered from his ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you.” Is it morally 
incumbent on you to accede to this situation? No doubt it would be very nice of you if 
you did, a great kindness. But do you Aave to accede to it? What if it were not nine months, 
but nine years? Or longer still? What if the director of the hospital says, “Tough luck, I 
agree, but you’ve now got to stay in bed, with the violinist plugged into you, for the rest 
of your life. Because remember this. All persons have a right to life, and violinists are per- 
sons. Granted you have a right to decide what happens in and to your body, but a person’s 
right to life outweighs your right to decide what happens in and to your body. So you can- 
not ever be unplugged from him.” I imagine you would regard this as outrageous, which 
suggests that something really is wrong with that plausible-sounding argument I men- 
tioned a moment ago. 

In this case, of course, you were kidnapped; you didn’t volunteer for the operation that 
plugged the violinist into your kidneys. Can those who oppose abortion on the ground I 
mentioned make an exception for a pregnancy due to rape? Certainly. They can say that 
persons have a right to life only if they didn’t come into existence because of rape; or they 
can say that all persons have a right to life, but that some have less of a right to life than 
others, in particular, that those who came into existence because of rape have less. But 
these statements have a rather unpleasant sound. Surely the question of whether you have 
a right to life at all, or how much of it you have, shouldn’t turn on the question of whether 
or not you are the product of a rape. And in fact the people who oppose abortion on the 
ground I mentioned do not make this distinction, and hence do not make an exception in 
case of rape. 

Nor do they make an exception for a case in which the mother has to spend the nine 
months of her pregnancy in bed. They would agree that would be a great pity, and hard 
on the mother; but all the same, all persons have a right to life, the fetus is a person, and 
so on. I suspect, in fact, that they would not make an exception for a case in which, miracu- 
lously enough, the pregnancy went on for nine years, or even the rest of the mother’s life. 

Some won’t even make an exception for a case in which continuation of the pregnancy 
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is likely to shorten the mother’s life; they regard abortion as impermissible even to save 
the mother’s life. Such cases are nowadays very rare, and many opponents of abortion do 
not accept this extreme view. All the same, it is a good place to begin: a number of points 
of interest come out in respect to it. 

1. Let us call the view that abortion is impermissible even to save the mother’s life “the 
extreme view.” I want to suggest first that it does not issue from the argument I mentioned 
earlier without the addition of some fairly powerful premises. Suppose a woman has be- 
come pregnant, and now learns that she has a cardiac condition such that she will die if 
she carries the baby to term. What may be done for her? The fetus, being a person, has a 
right to life, but as the mother is a person too, so has she a right to life. Presumably they 
have an equal right to life. How is it supposed to come out that an abortion may not be 
performed? If mother and child have an equal right to life, shouldn’t we perhaps flip a 
coin? Or should we add to the mother’s right to life her right to decide what happens in 
and to her body, which everybody seems to be ready to grant—the sum of her rights now 
outweighing the fetus’ right to life? 

The most familiar argument here is the following. We are told that performing the 
abortion would be directly killing? the child, whereas doing nothing would not be killing 
the mother, but only letting her die. Moreover, in killing the child, one would be killing 
an innocent person, for the child has committed no crime, and is not aiming at his 
mother’s death. And then there are a variety of ways in which this might be continued. 
(1) But as directly killing an innocent person is always and absolutely impermissible, an 
abortion may not be performed. Or, (2) as directly killing an innocent person is murder, 
and murder is always and absolutely impermissible, an abortion may not be performed.’ 
Or, (3) as one’s duty to refrain from directly killing an innocent person is more stringent 
than one’s duty to keep a person from dying, an abortion may not be performed. Or, (4) if 
one’s only options are directly killing an innocent person or letting a person die, one must 
prefer letting the person die, and thus an abortion may not be performed.‘ 

Some people seem to have thought that these are not further premises which must be 
added if the conclusion is to be reached, but that they follow from the very fact that an 
innocent person has a right to life.» But this seems to me to be a mistake, and perhaps the 
simplest way to show this is to bring out that while we must certainly grant that inno- 
cent persons have a right to life, the theses in (1) through (A) are all false. Take (2), for ex- 
ample If directly killing an innocent person is murder, and thus is impermissible, then 
the mother’s directly killing the innocent person inside her is murder, and thus is imper- 
missible. But it cannot seriously be thought to be murder if the mother performs an abor- 
tion on herself to save her life. It cannot seriously be said that she mast refrain, that she 
must sit passively by and wait for her death. Let us look again at the case of you and the 
violinist. There you are, in bed with the violinist, and the director of the hospital says to 
you, “It’s all most distressing, and I deeply sympathize, but you see this is putting an ad- 
ditional strain on your kidneys, and you'll be dead within the month. But you ave to stay 
where you are all the same. Because unplugging you would be directly killing an inno- 
cent violinist, and that’s murder, and that’s impermissible.” If anything in the world is 
true, it is that you do not commit murder, you do not do what is impermissible, if you 
reach around to your back and unplug yourself from that violinist to save your life. 

The main focus of attention in writings on abortion has been on what a third party may 
or may not do in answer to a request from a woman for an abortion. This is in a way un- 
derstandable. Things being as they are, there isn’t much a woman can safely do to abort 
herself. So the question asked is what a third party may do, and what the mother may do, 
if it is mentioned at all, is deduced, almost as an afterthought, from what it is concluded 
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that third parties may do. But it seems to me that to treat the matter in this way is to 
refuse to grant to the mother that very status of person which is so firmly insisted on for 
the fetus. For we cannot simply read off what a person may do from what a third party 
may do. Suppose you find yourself trapped in a tiny house with a growing child. I mean 
a very tiny house, and a rapidly growing child—you are already up against the wall of the 
house and in a few minutes you'll be crushed to death. The child on the other hand won't 
be crushed to death; if nothing is done to stop him from growing he'll be hurt, but in the 
end he'll simply burst open the house and walk out a free man. Now I could well under- 
stand it if a bystander were to say, “There’s nothing we can do for you. We cannot choose 
between your life and his, we cannot be the ones to decide who is to live, we cannot in- 
tervene.” But it cannot be concluded that you too can do nothing, that you cannot attack 
it to save your life. However innocent the child may be, you do not have to wait passively 
while it crushes you to death. Perhaps a pregnant woman is vaguely felt to have the sta- 
tus of house, to which we don’t allow the right of self-defense. But if the woman houses 
the child, it should be remembered that she is a person who houses it. 

I should perhaps stop to say explicitly that Iam not claiming that people have a right 
to do anything whatever to save their lives. I think, rather, that there are drastic limits to 
the right of self-defense. If someone threatens you with death unless you torture someone 
else to death, I think you have not the right, even to save your life, to do so. But the case 
under consideration here is very different. In our case there are only two people involved, 
one whose life is threatened, and one who threatens it. Both are innocent: the one who is 
threatened is not threatened because of any fault, the one who threatens does not threaten 
because of any fault. For this reason we may feel that we bystanders cannot intervene. But 
the person threatened can. 

In sum, a woman surely can defend her life against the threat to it posed by the unborn 
child, even if doing so involves its death. And this shows not merely that the theses in (1) 
through (4) are false; it shows also that the extreme view of abortion is false, and so we 
need not canvass any other possible ways of arriving at it from the argument I mentioned 
at the outset. 

2. The extreme view could of course be weakened to say that while abortion is per- 
missible to save the mother’s life, it may not be performed by a third party, but only by 
the mother herself. But this cannot be right either. For what we have to keep in mind is 
that the mother and the unborn child are not like two tenants in a small house which has, 
by an unfortunate mistake, been rented to both: the mother owns the house. The fact that 
she does adds to the offensiveness of deducing that the mother can do nothing from the 
supposition that third parties can do nothing. But it does more than this: it casts a bright 
light on the supposition that third parties can do nothing. Certainly it lets us see that a 
third party who says “I cannot choose between you” is fooling himself if he thinks this is 
impartiality. If Jones has found and fastened on a certain coat, which he needs to keep him 
from freezing, but which Smith also needs to keep him from freezing, then it is not im- 
partiality that says “I cannot choose between you” when Smith owns the coat. Women have 
said again and again “This body is my body!” and they have reason to feel angry, reason to 
feel that it has been like shouting into the wind. Smith, after all, is hardly likely to bless 
us if we say to him, “Of course it’s your coat, anybody would grant that it is. But no one 
may choose between you and Jones who is to have it.” 

We should really ask what it is that says “no one may choose” in the face of the fact 
that the body that houses the child is the mother’s body. It may be simply a failure to ap- 
preciate this fact. But it may be something more interesting, namely the sense that one 
has a right to refuse to lay hands on people, even where it would be just and fair to do so, 


a 


eee 


A DEFENSE OF ABORTION 741 


even where justice seems to require that somebody do so. Thus justice might call for some- 
body to get Smith’s coat back from Jones, and yet you have a right to refuse to be the one 
to lay hands on Jones, a right to refuse to do physical violence to him. This, I think, must 
be granted. But then what should be said is not “no one may choose,” but only “I cannot 
choose,” and indeed not even this, but “I will not act,” leaving it open that somebody else 
can or should, and in particular that anyone in a position of authority, with che job of se- 
curing people’s rights, both can and should. So this is no difficulty. I have not been argu- 
ing that any given third party must accede to the mother’s request that he perform an abor- 
tion to save her life, but only that he may. 

I suppose that in some views of human life the mother’s body is only on loan to her, the 
loan not being one which gives her any prior claim to it. One who held this view might 
well think it impartiality to say “I cannot choose.” But I shall simply ignore this possi- 
bility. My own view is that if a human being has any just, prior claim to anything at all, 
he has a just, prior claim to his own body. And perhaps this needn’t be argued for here 
anyway, since, as I mentioned, the arguments against abortion we are looking at do grant 
that the woman has a right to decide what happens in and to her body. 

But although they do grant it, I have tried to show that they do not take seriously what 
is done in granting it. I suggest the same thing will reappear even more clearly when we 
turn away from cases in which the mother’s life is at stake, and attend, as I propose we 
now do, to the vastly more common cases in which a woman wants an abortion for some 
less weighty reason than preserving her own life. 

3. Where the mother’s life is not at stake, the argument I mentioned at the outset 
seems to have a much stronger pull. “Everyone has a right to life, so the unborn person 
has a right to life.” And isn’t the child’s right to life weightier than anything other than 
the mother’s own right to life, which she might put forward as ground for an abortion? 

This argument treats the right to life as if it were unproblematic. It is not, and this 
seems to me to be precisely the source of the mistake. 

For we should now, at long last, ask what it comes to, to have a right to life. In some 
views having a right to life includes having a right to be given at least the bare minimum 
one needs for continued life. But suppose that what in fact 7s the bare minimum a man 
needs for continued life is something he has no right at all to be given? If I am sick unto 
death, and the only thing that will save my life is the touch of Henry Fonda's cool hand 
on my fevered brow, then all the same, I have no right to be given the touch of Henry 
Fonda’s cool hand on my fevered brow. It would be frightfully nice of him to fly in from 
the West Coast to provide it. It would be less nice, though no doubt well meant, if my 
friends flew out to the West Coast and carried Henry Fonda back with them. But I have 
no right at all against anybody that he should do this for me. Or again, to return to the 
story I told earlier, the fact chat for continued life that violinist needs the continued use 
of your kidneys does not establish that he has a right to be given the continued use of your 
kidneys. He certainly has no right against you that you should give him continued use of 
your kidneys. For nobody has any right to use our kidneys unless you give him such a 
right; and nobody has the right against you that you shall give him this right—if you do 
allow him to go on using your kidneys, this is a kindness on your part, and not something 
he can claim from you as his due. Nor has he any right against anybody else that they 
should give him continued use of your kidneys. Certainly he had no right against the So- 
ciety of Music Lovers that they should plug him into you in the first place. And if you now 
start to unplug yourself, having learned that you will otherwise have to spend nine years 
in bed with him, there is nobody in the world who must try to prevent you, in order to 
see to it that he is given something he has a right to be given. 
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Some people are rather stricter about the right to life. In their view, it does not include 
the right to be given anything, but amounts to, and only to, the right not to be killed by 
anybody. But here a related difficulty arises. If everybody is to refrain from killing chat 
violinist, then everybody must refrain from doing a great many different sorts of things. 
Everybody must refrain from slitting his throat, everybody must refrain from shooting 
him—and everybody must refrain from unplugging you from him. But does he have a 
right against everybody that they shall refrain from unplugging you from him? To refrain 
from doing this is to allow him to continue to use your kidneys. It could be argued that 
he has a right against us that we should allow him to continue to use your kidneys. That 
is, while he had no right against us that we should give him the use of your kidneys, it 
might be argued that he anyway has a right against us that we shall not now intervene 
and deprive him of the use of your kidneys. I shall come back to third-party interventions 
later. But certainly the violinist has no right against you that you shall allow him to con- 
tinue to use your kidneys. As I said, if you do allow him to use them, it is a kindness on 
your part, and not something you owe him. 

The difficulty I point to here is not peculiar to the right to life. It reappears in con- 
nection with all the other natural rights; and it is something which an adequate account 
of rights must deal with. For present purposes it is enough just to draw attention to it. 
But I would stress that I am not arguing that people do not have a right to life—dquite to 
the contrary, it seems to me that the primary control we must place on the acceptability 
of an account of rights is that it should turn out in that account to be a truth that all per- 
sons have a right to life. I am arguing only that having a right to life does not guarantee 
having either a right to be given the use of or a right to be allowed continued use of an- 
other person’s body—even if one needs it for life itself. So the right to life will not serve 
the opponents of abortion in the very simple and clear way in which they seem to have 
thought it would. 

4. There is another way to bring out the difficulty. In the most ordinary sort of case, 
to deprive someone of what he has a right to is to treat him unjustly. Suppose a boy and 
his small brother are jointly given a box of chocolates for Christmas. If the older boy takes 
the box and refuses to give his brother any of the chocolates, he is unjust to him, for the 
brother has been given a right to half of them. But suppose that, having learned that oth- 
erwise it means nine years in bed with that violinist, you unplug yourself from him. You 
surely are not being unjust to him, for you gave him no right to use your kidneys, and no 
one else can have given him any such right. But we have to notice that in unplugging 
yourself, you are killing him; and violinists, like everybody else, have a right to life, and 
thus in the view we were considering just now, the right not to be killed. So here you do 
what he supposedly has a right you shall not do, but you do not act unjustly to him in 
doing it. 

The emendation which may be made at this point is this: the right to life consists not 
in the right not to be killed, but rather in the right not to be killed unjustly. This runs a 
risk of circularity, but never mind: it would enable us to square the fact that the violinist 
has a right to life with the fact that you do not act unjustly toward him in unplugging 
yourself, thereby killing him. For if you do not kill him unjustly, you do not violate his 
right to life, and so it is no wonder you do him no injustice. 

But if this emendation is accepted, the gap in the argument against abortion stares us 
plainly in che face: it is by no means enough to show that the fetus is a person, and to re- 
mind us that all persons have a right to life—we need to be shown also that killing the 
fetus violates its right to life, i.e., that abortion is unjust killing. And is it? 

I suppose we may take it as a datum that in a case of pregnancy due to rape the mother 
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has not given the unborn person a right to the use of her body for food and shelter. In- 
deed, in what pregnancy could it be supposed that the mother has given the unborn per- 
son such a right? It is not as if there were unborn persons drifting about the world, to 
whom a woman who wants a child says “I invite you in.” 

But it might be argued that there are other ways one can have acquired a right to the 
use of another person’s body than by having been invited to use it by that person. Sup- 
pose a woman voluntarily indulges in intercourse, knowing of the chance it will issue in 
pregnancy, and then she does become pregnant; is she not in part responsible for the 
presence, in fact the very existence, of the unborn person inside her? No doubt she did 
not invite it in. But doesn’t her partial responsibility for its being there itself give it a 
right to the use of her body?° If so, then her aborting it would be more like the boy’s 
taking away the chocolates, and less like your unplugging yourself from the violinist— 
doing so would be depriving it of what it does have a right to, and thus would be doing 
it an injustice. 

And then, too, it might be asked whether or not she can kiil it even to save her own 
life: If she voluntarily called it into existence, how can she now kill it, even in self-defense? 

The first thing to be said about this is that it is something new. Opponents of abortion 
have been so concerned to make out the independence of the fetus, in order to establish 
that it has a right to life, just as its mother does, that they have tended to overlook the 
possible support they might gain from making out that the fetus is dependent on the 
mother, in order to establish that she has a special kind of responsibility for it, a respon- 
sibility that gives it rights against her which are not possessed by any independent per- 
son—such as an ailing violinist who is a stranger to her. 

On the other hand, this argument would give the unborn person a right to its 
mother’s body only if her pregnancy resulted from a voluntary act, undertaken in full 
knowledge of the chance a pregnancy might result from it. It would leave out entirely 
the unborn person whose existence is due to rape. Pending the availability of some fur- 
ther argument, then, we would be left with the conclusion chat unborn persons whose 
existence is due to rape have no right to the use of their mothers’ bodies, and thus that 
aborting them is not depriving them of anything they have a right to and hence is not 
unjust killing. 

And we should also notice that it is not at all plain that this argument really does go 
even as far as it purports to. For there are cases and cases, and the details make a differ- 
ence. If the room is stuffy, and I therefore open a window to air it, and a burglar climbs 
in, it would be absurd to say, “Ah, now he can stay, she’s given him a right to the use of 
her house—for she is partially responsible for his presence there, having voluntarily done 
what enabled him to get in, in full knowledge that there are such things as burglars, and 
that burglars burgle.” It would be still more absurd to say this if I had had bars installed 
outside my windows, precisely to prevent burglars from getting in, and a burglar got in 
only because of a defect in the bars. It remains equally absurd if we imagine it is not a bur- 
glar who climbs in, but an innocent person who blunders or falls in. Again, suppose it 
were like this: people-seeds drift about in the air like pollen, and if you open your win- 
dows, one may drift in and take root in your carpets or upholstery. You don’t want chil- 
dren, so you fix up your windows with fine mesh screens, the very best you can buy. As 
can happen, however, and on very, very rare occasions does happen, one of the screens is 
defective; and a seed drifts in and takes root. Does the person-plant who now develops have 
a right to the use of your house? Surely not—despite the fact that you voluntarily opened 

your windows, you knowingly kept carpets and upholstered furniture, and you knew that 
screeens were sometimes defective. Someone may argue that you are responsible for its 
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rooting, that it does have a right to your house, because after all you could have lived out 
your life with bare floors and furniture, or with sealed windows and doors. But this won’t 
do—for by the same token anyone can avoid a pregnancy due to rape by having a hys- 
terectomy, or anyway by never leaving home without a (reliable!) army. 

It seems to me that the argument we are looking at can establish at most that there are 
some cases in which the unborn person has a right to the use of its mother’s body, and there- 
fore some cases in which abortion is unjust killing. There is room for much discussion and 
argument as to precisely which, if any. But I think we should sidestep this issue and leave 
it open, for at any rate the argument certainly does not establish that all abortion is un- 
just killing. 

5. There is room for yet another argument here, however. We surely must all grant 
that there may be cases in which it would be morally indecent to detach a person from 
your body at the cost of his life. Suppose you learn that what the violinist needs is not 
nine years of your life, but only one hour: all you need do to save his life is to spend one 
hour in that bed with him. Suppose also that letting him use your kidneys for that one 
hour would not affect your health in the slightest. Admittedly you were kidnapped. Ad- 
mittedly you did not give anyone permission to plug him into you. Nevertheless it seems 
to me plain you ought to allow him to use your kidneys for that hour—it would be in- 
decent to refuse. 

Again, suppose pregnancy lasted only an hour, and constituted no threat to life or 
health. And suppose that a woman becomes pregnant as a result of rape. Admittedly she 
did not voluntarily do anything to bring about the existence of a child. Admittedly she 
did nothing at all which would give the unborn person a right to the use of her body. All 
the same it might well be said, as in the newly emended violinist story, that she ought to 
allow it to remain for that hour—that it would be indecent in her to refuse. 

Now some people are inclined to use the term “right” in such a way that it follows from 
the fact that you ought to allow a person to use your body for the hour he needs, that he 
has a right to use your body for the hour he needs, even though he has not been given that 
right by any person or act. They may say that it follows also that if you refuse, you act un- 
justly toward him. This use of the term is perhaps so common that it cannot be called 
wrong; nevertheless it seems to me to be an unfortunate loosening of what we would do 
better to keep a tight rein on. Suppose that box of chocolates I mentioned earlier had not 
been given to both boys jointly, but was given only to the older boy. There he sits, stolidly 
eating his way through the box, his small brother watching enviously. Here we are likely 
to say “You ought not to be so mean. You ought to give your brother some of those choco- 
lates.” My own view is that it just does not follow from the truth of this that the brother 
has any right to any of the chocolates. If the boy refuses to give his brother any, he is 
greedy, stingy, callous—but not unjust. I suppose that the people I have in mind will say 
it does follow that the brother has a right to some of the chocolates, and thus that the boy 
does act unjustly if he refuses to give his brother any. But the effect of saying this is to ob- 
scure what we should keep distinct, namely the difference between the boy’s refusal in this 
case and the boy’s refusal in the earlier case, in which the box was given to both boys 
jointly, and in which the small brother thus had what was from any point of view clear 
title to half. 

A further objection to so using the term “right” that from the fact that A ought to do 
a thing for B, it follows that B has a right against A that A do it for him, is that it is going 
to make the question of whether or not a man has a right to a thing turn on how easy it 
is to provide him with it; and this seems not merely unfortunate, but morally unaccept- 
able. Take the case of Henry Fonda again. I said earlier that I had no right to the touch of 
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his cool hand on my fevered brow, even though I needed it to save my life. I said it would 
be frightfully nice of him to fly in from the West Coast to provide me with it, but that I 
had no right against him that he should do so. But suppose he isn’t on the West Coast. 
Suppose he has only to walk across the room, place a hand briefly on my brow—and lo, 
my life is saved. Then surely he ought to do it, it would be indecent to refuse. Is it to be 
said “Ah, well, it follows that in this case she has a right to the touch of his hand on her 
brow, and so it would be an injustice in him to refuse”? So that I have a right to it when 
it is easy for him to provide it, though no right when it’s hard? It’s rather a shocking idea 
that anyone’s rights should fade away and disappear as it gets harder and harder to accord 
them to him. 

So my own view is that even though you ought to let the violinist use your kidneys for 
the one hour he needs, we should not conclude that he has a right to do so—we should 
say that if you refuse, you are, like the boy who owns all the chocolates and will give none 
away, self-centered and callous, indecent in fact, but not unjust. And similarly, that even 
supposing a case in which a woman pregnant due to rape ought to allow the unborn per- 
son to use her body for the hour he needs, we should not conclude that he has a right to 
do so; we should conclude that she is self-centered, callous, indecent, but not unjust, if she 
refuses. The complaints are no less grave; they are just different. However, there is no need 
to insist on this point. If anyone does wish to deduce “he has a right” from “you ought,” 
then all the same he must surely grant that there are cases in which it is not morally re- 
quired of you that you allow that violinist to use your kidneys, and in which he does not 
have a right to use them, and in which you do not do him an injustice if you refuse. And 
so also for mother and unborn child. Except in such cases as the unborn person has a right 
to demand it—and we were leaving open the possibility that there may be such cases— 
nobody is morally required to make large sacrifices, of health, of all other interests and con- 
cerns, of all other duties and commitments, for nine years, or even for nine months, in 
order to keep another person alive. 

6. We have in fact to distinguish between two kinds of Samaritan: the Good Samari- 
tan and what we might call the Minimally Decent Samaritan. The story of the Good 
Samaritan, you will remember, goes like this: 


A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, which 
stripped him of his raiment, and wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead. 

And by chance there came down a certain priest that way; and when he saw him, he passed 
by on the other side. 

And likewise a Levite, when he was at the place, came and looked on him, and passed by 


on the other side. 
But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was; and when he saw him he 


had compassion on him. 

And went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine, and set him on his 
own beast, and brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 

And on the morrow, when he departed, he took out two pence, and gave them to the host, 
and said unto him, “Take care of him; and whatsoever thou spendest more, when I come 
again, I will repay thee.” (Luke 10:30-35) 


The Good Samaritan went out of his way, at some cost to himself, to help one in need of 
it. We are not told what the options were, that is, whether or not the priest and the Levite 
could have helped by doing less than the Good Samaritan did, but assuming they could 
have, then the fact they did nothing at all shows they were not even Minimally Decent 
Samaritans, not because they were not Samaritans, but because they were not even mini- 
mally decent. 
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These things are a matter of degree, of course, but there is a difference, and it comes 
out perhaps most clearly in the story of Kitty Genovese, who, as you will remember, was 
murdered while thirty-eight people watched or listened, and did nothing at all to help 
her. A Good Samaritan would have rushed out to give direct assistance against the mur- 
derer. Or perhaps we had better allow that it would have been a Splendid Samaritan who 
did this, on the ground that it would have involved a risk of death for himself. But the 
thirty-eight not only did not do this, they did not even trouble to pick up a phone to call 
the police. Minimally Decent Samaritanism would call for doing at least that, and their 
not having done it was monstrous. 

After telling the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus said “Go, and do thou likewise.” 
Perhaps he meant that we are morally required to act as the Good Samaritan did. Perhaps 
he was urging people to do more than is morally required of them. At all events it seems 
plain that it was not morally required of any of the thirty-eight that he rush out to give 
direct assistance at the risk of his own life, and that it is not morally required of anyone 
that he give long stretches of his life—nine years or nine months—to sustaining the life 
of a person who has no special right (we were leaving open the possibility of this) to de- 
mand it. 

Indeed, with one rather striking class of exceptions, no one in any country in the world 
is Jegally required to do anywhere near as much as this for anyone else. The class of excep- 
tions is obvious. My main concern here is not the state of the law in respect to abortion, 
but it is worth drawing attention to the fact that in no state in this country is any man 
compelled by law to be even a Minimally Decent Samaritan to any person; there is no law 
under which charges could be brought against the thirty-eight who stood by while Kitty 
Genovese died. By contrast, in most states in this country women are compelled by law 
to be not merely Minimally Decent Samaritans, but Good Samaritans to unborn persons 
inside them. This doesn’t by itself settle anything one way or the other, because it may 
well be argued that there should be laws in this country—as there are in many European 
countries—compelling at least Minimally Decent Samaritanism.’ But it does show that 
there is a gross injustice in the existing state of the law. And it shows also that the groups 
currently working against liberalization of abortion laws, in fact working toward having 
it declared unconstitutional for a state to permit abortion, had better start working for the 
adoption of Good Samaritan laws generally, or earn the charge that they are acting in bad 
faith. 

I should think, myself, that Minimally Decent Samaritan laws would be one thing, 
Good Samaritan laws quite another, and in fact highly improper. But we are not here con- 
cerned with the law. What we should ask is not whether anybody should be compelled by 
law to be a Good Samatitan, but whether we must accede to a situation in which some- 
body is being compelled—by nature, perhaps—to be a Good Samaritan. We have, in other 
words, to look now at third-party interventions. I have been arguing that no person is 
morally required to make large sacrifices to sustain the life of another who has no right to 
demand them, and this even where the sacrifices do not include life itself; we are not 
morally required to be Good Samaritans or anyway Very Good Samaritans to one another. 
But what if a man cannot extricate himself from such a situation? What if he appeals to 
us to extricate him? It seems to me plain that there are cases in which we can, cases in 
which a Good Samaritan would extricate him. There you are, you were kidnapped, and 
nine years in bed with that violinist lie ahead of you. You have your own life to lead. You 
are sorry, but you simply cannot see giving up so much of your life to the sustaining of 
his. You cannot extricate yourself, and ask us to do so. I should have thought that—in 
light of his having no right to the use of your body—it was obvious that we do not have 
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to accede to your being forced to give up so much. We can do what you ask. There is no 
injustice to the violinist in our doing so. 

7. Following the lead of the opponents of abortion, I have throughout been speaking 
of the fetus merely as a person, and what I have been asking is whether or not the argu- 
ment we began with, which proceeds only from the fetus’ being a person, really does es- 
tablish its conclusion. I have argued that it does not. 

But of course there are arguments and arguments, and it may be said that I have sim- 
ply fastened on the wrong one. It may be said that what is important is not merely the 
fact that the fetus is a person, but that it is a person for whom the woman has a special 
kind of responsibility issuing from the fact that she is its mother. And it might be argued 
that all my analogies are therefore irrelevant—for you do not have that special kind of re- 
sponsibility for that violinist, Henry Fonda does not have that special kind of responsi- 
bility for me. And our attention might be drawn to the fact that men and women both are 
compelled by law to provide support for their children. 

I have in effect dealt (briefly) with this argument in section 4 above; but a (still 
briefer) recapitulation now may be in order. Surely we do not have any such “special re- 
sponsibility” for a person unless we have assumed it, explicitly or implicitly. If a set of 
parents do not try to prevent pregnancy, do not obtain an abortion, and then at the time 
of birth of the child do not put it out for adoption, but rather take it home with them, 
then they have assumed responsibility for it, they have given it rights, and they cannot 
now withdraw support from it at the cost of its life because they now find it difficult to 
go on providing for it. But if they have taken all reasonable precautions against having 
a child, they do not simply by virtue of their biological relationship to the child who 
comes into existence have a special responsibility for it. They may wish to assume re- 
sponsibility for it, or they may not wish to. And I am suggesting that if assuming re- 
sponsibility for it would require large sacrifices, then they may refuse. A Good Samari- 
tan would not refuse—or anyway, a Splendid Samaritan, if the sacrifices that had to be 
made were enormous. But then so would a Good Samaritan assume responsibility for that 
violinist; so would Henry Fonda, if he is a Good Samaritan, fly in from the West Coast 
and assume responsibility for me. 

8. My argument will be found unsatisfactory on two counts by many of those who want 
to regard abortion as morally permissible. First, while I do argue that abortion is not im- 
permissible, I do not argue that it is always permissible. There may well be cases in which 
carrying the child to term requires only Minimally Decent Samaritanism of the mother, 
and this is a standard we must not fall below. I am inclined to think it a merit of my ac- 
count precisely that it does ot give a general yes or a general no. It allows for and sup- 
ports our sense that, for example, a sick and desperately frightened fourteen-year-old 
schoolgirl, pregnant due to rape, may of course choose abortion, and that any law which 
rules this out is an insane law. And it also allows for and supports our sense that in other 
cases resort to abortion is even positively indecent. It would be indecent in the woman to 
request an abortion, and indecent in a doctor to perform it, if she 1s in her seventh month, 
and wants the abortion just to avoid the nuisance of postponing a trip abroad. The very 
fact that the arguments I have been drawing attention to treat all cases of abortion, or even 
all cases of abortion in which the mother’s life is not at stake, as morally on a par ought 
to have made them suspect at the outset. 

Secondly, while I am arguing for the permissibilicy of abortion in some cases, I am not 
arguing for the right to secure the death of the unborn child. It is easy to confuse these 
two things in that up to a certain point in the life of the fetus it is not able to survive out- 
side the mother’s body; hence removing it from her body guarantees its death. But they 
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are importantly different. I have argued that you are not morally required to spend nine 
months in bed, sustaining the life of that violinist; but to say this is by no means to say 
that if, when you unplug yourself, there is a miracle and he survives, you then have a right 
to turn round and slit his throat. You may detach yourself even if this costs him his life; 
you have no right to be guaranteed his death, by some other means, if unplugging your- 
self does not kill him. There are some people who will feel dissatisfied by this feature of 
my argument. A woman may be utterly devastated by the thought of a child, a bit of her- 
self, put out for adoption and never seen or heard of again. She may therefore want not 
merely that the child be detached from her, but more, that it die. Some opponents of abor- 
tion are inclined to regard this as beneath contempt—thereby showing insensitivity to 
what is surely a powerful source of despair. All the same, I agree that the desire for the 
child's death is not one which anybody may gratify, should it turn out to be possible to 
detach the child alive. 

At this place, however, it should be remembered that we have only been pretending 
throughout that the fetus is a human being from the moment of conception. A very early 
abortion is surely not the killing of a person, and so is not dealt with by anything I have 
said here. 


Notes 


1. Daniel Callahan, Abortion: Law, Choice and Morality (New York, 1970), p. 373. This book gives 
a fascinating survey of the available information on abortion. The Jewish tradition is surveyed 
in David M. Feldman, Birth Control in Jewish Law (New York, 1968), Part 5, the Catholic tra- 
dition in John T. Noonan, Jr., “An Almost Absolute Value in History,” in The Morality of Abor- 
tion, ed. John T. Noonan, Jr. (Cambridge, Mass., 1970). 

2. The term “direct” in the arguments I refer to is a technical one. Roughly, what is meant by “di- 
rect killing” is either killing as an end in itself, or killing as a means to some end, for example, 
the end of saving someone else’s life. See note 5, below, for an example of its use. 

3. Cf. Encyclical Letter of Pope Pius XI on Christian Marriage, St. Paul Editions (Boston, n.d.), p. 
32: “however much we may pity the mother whose health and even life is gravely imperiled 
in the performance of the duty allotted to her by nature, nevertheless what could ever be a suf- 
ficient reason for excusing in any way the direct murder of the innocent? This is precisely what 
we are dealing with here.” Noonan (The Morality of Abortion, p. 43) reads this as follows: “What 
cause can ever avail to excuse in any way the direct killing of the innocent? For it is a ques- 
tion of that.” 

4. The thesis in (4) is in an interesting way weaker than those in (1), (2), and (3): they rule out 
abortion even in cases in which both mother and child will die if che abortion is not performed. 
By contrast, one who held the view expressed in (4) could consistently say that one needn't pre- 
fer letting two persons die to killing one. 

5. Cf. the following passage from Pius XII, Address to the Italian Catholic Society of Midwives: “The 
baby in the maternal breast has the right to life immediately from God.—Hence there is no man, 
no human authority, no science, no medical, eugenic, social, economic or moral ‘indication’ 
which can establish or grant a valid juridical ground for a direct deliberate disposition of an in- 
nocent human life, that is a disposition which looks to its destruction either as an end or as a 
means to another end perhaps in itself not illicit —The baby, still not born, is a man in the same 
degree and for the same reason as the mother” (quoted in Noonan, The Morality of Abortion, 
p. 45). 

6. The need for a discussion of this argument was brought home to me by members of the Society 
for Ethical and Legal Philosophy, to whom this paper was originally presented. 

7. For a discussion of the difficulties involved, and a survey of the European experience with such 
laws, see The Good Samaritan and the Law, ed. James M. Ratcliffe (New York, 1966). 
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Michael Tooley is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Colorado at Boulder. He argues 
that human fetuses and infants do not have a right to life, since they lack the concept of a self 
as a continuing subject of experiences. 


Abortion and Infanticide 


This essay deals with the question of the morality of abortion and infanticide. The funda- 
mental ethical objection traditionally advanced against these practices rests on the con- 
tention that human fetuses and infants have a right to life. It is this claim which will be 
the focus of attention here. The basic issue to be discussed, then, is what properties a thing 
must possess in order to have a serious right to life. My approach will be to set out and 
defend a basic moral principle specifying a condition an organism must satisfy if it is to 
have a serious right to life. It will be seen that this condition is not satisfied by human fe- 
tuses and infants, and thus that they do not have a right to life. So unless there are other 
substantial objections to abortion and infanticide, one is forced to conclude that these prac- 
tices are morally acceptable ones. In contrast, it may turn out that our treatment of adult 
members of other species—cats, dogs, polar bears—is morally indefensible. For it is quite 
possible that such animals do possess properties that endow them with a right to life. 


I. ABORTION AND INFANTICIDE 


One reason the question of the morality of infanticide is worth examining is that it seems 
very difficult to formulate a completely satisfactory liberal position on abortion without 
coming to grips with the infanticide issue. The problem the liberal encounters is essen- 
: tially that of specifying a cutoff point which is not arbitrary: at what stage in the devel- 
opment of a human being does it cease to be morally permissible to destroy it? It is im- 
portant to be clear about the difficulty here. The conservative’s objection is not that since 
there is a continuous line of development from a zygote to a newborn baby, one must con- 
clude that if it is seriously wrong to destroy a newborn baby it is also seriously wrong to 
destroy a zygote or any intermediate stage in the development of a human being. His point 
: is rather that if one says it is wrong to destroy a newborn baby but not a zygote or some 
intermediate stage in the development of a human being, one should be prepared to point 


: Michael Tooley “Abortion and Infanticide on Demand,” Philosophy & Public Affairs. vol. 2, no. 1 (1972). Copyright © 
: 1972 by Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 
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to a morally relevant difference between a newborn baby and the earlier stage in the devel- 
opment of a human being. 

Precisely the same difficulty can, of course, be raised for a person who holds that in- 
fanticide is morally permissible. The conservative will ask what morally relevant differ- 
ences there are between an adult human being and a newborn baby. What makes it morally 
permissible to destroy a baby, but wrong to kill an adult? So the challenge remains. But 
I will argue that in this case there is an extremely plausible answer. 

Reflecting on the morality of infanticide forces one to face up to this challenge. In the 
case of abortion a number of events—quickening or viability, for instance—might be 
taken as cutoff points, and it is easy to overlook the fact that none of these events involves 
any morally significant change in the developing human. In contrast, if one is going to de- 
fend infanticide, one has to get very clear about what makes something a person, what 
gives something a right to life. 

One of the interesting ways in which the abortion issue differs from most other moral 
issues is that the plausible positions on abortion appear to be extreme positions. For if a 
human fetus is a person, one is inclined to say that, in general, one would be justified in 
killing it only to save the life of the mother.' Such is the extreme conservative position.’ 
On the other hand, if the fetus is not a person, how can it be seriously wrong to destroy 
it? Why would one need to point to special circumstances to justify such action? The up- 
shot is that there is no room for a moderate position on the issue of abortion such as one 
finds, for example, in the Model Penal Code recommendations.’ 

Aside from the light it may shed on the abortion question, the issue of infanticide is 
both interesting and important in its own right. The theoretical interest has been men- 
tioned: it forces one to face up to the question of what makes something a person. The 
practical importance need not be labored. Most people would prefer to raise children who 
do not suffer from gross deformities or from severe physical, emotional, or intellectual 
handicaps. If it could be shown that there is no moral objection to infanticide the happi- 
ness of society could be significantly and justifiably increased. 

Infanticide is also of interest because of the strong emotions it arouses. The typical re- 
action to infanticide is like the reaction to incest or cannibalism, or the reaction of previ- 
ous generations to masturbation or oral sex. The response, rather than appealing to care- 
fully formulated moral principles, is primarily visceral. When philosophers themselves 
respond in this way, offering no arguments, and dismissing infanticide out of hand, it is 
reasonable to suspect that one is dealing with a taboo rather than with a rational prohibi- 
tion.‘ I shall attempt to show that this is in fact the case. 


Il. TERMINOLOGY: “PERSON” VERSUS 
“HUMAN BEING” 


How is the term “person” to be interpreted? I shall treat the concept of a person as a purely 
moral concept, free of all descriptive content. Specifically, in my usage the sentence “X is 
a person” will be synonymous with the sentence “X has a (serious) moral right to life.” 
This usage diverges slightly from what is perhaps the more common way of interpret- 
ing the term “person” when it is employed as a purely moral term, where to say that X is 
a person is to say that X has rights. If everything that had rights had a right to life, these 
interpretations would be extensionally equivalent. But I am inclined to think that it does 
not follow from acceptable moral principles that whatever has any rights at all has a right 
to life. My reason is this. Given the choice between being killed and being tortured for an 
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hour, most adult humans would surely choose the latter. So it seems plausible to say it is 
worse to kill an adult human being than it is to torture him for an hour. In contrast, it 
seems to me that while it is not seriously wrong to kill a newborn kitten, it is seriously 
wrong to torture one for an hour. This suggests that newborn kittens may have a right not 
to be tortured without having a serious right to life. For it seems to be true that an indi- 
vidual has a right to something whenever it is the case that, if he wants that thing, it 
would be wrong for others to deprive him of it. Then if it is wrong to inflict a certain sen- 
sation upon a kitten if it doesn’t want to experience that sensation, it will follow that the 
kitten has a right not to have sensation inflicted upon it.’ I shall return to this example 
later. My point here is merely that it provides some reason for holding that it does not fol- 
low from acceptable moral principles that if something has any rights at all, it has a seri- 
ous right to life. 

There has been a tendency in recent discussions of abortion to use expressions such as 
“person” and “human being” interchangeably. B. A. Brody, for example, refers to the dif- 
ficulty of determining “whether destroying the foetus constitutes the taking of a human 
life,” and suggests it is very plausible that “the taking of a human life is an action that has 
bad consequences for him whose life is being taken.”° When Brody refers to something as 
a human life he apparently construes this as entailing that the thing is a person. For if 
every living organism belonging to the species homo sapiens counted as a human life, there 
would be no difficulty in determining whether a fetus inside a human mother was a human 
life. 

The same tendency is found in Judith Jarvis Thomson’s article, which opens with the 
statement: “Most opposition to abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a human 
being, a person, from the moment of conception.” The same is true of Roger Wertheimer, 
who explicitly says: “First off I should note that the expressions ‘a human life,’ ‘a human 
being,’ ‘a person’ are virtually interchangeable in this context.”* 

The tendency to use expressions like “person” and “human being” interchangeably is 
an unfortunate one. For one thing, it tends to lend covert support to antiabortionist posi- 
tions. Given such usage, one who holds a liberal view of abortion is put in the position of 
maintaining that fetuses, at least up to a certain point, are not human beings. Even 
philosophers are led astray by this usage. Thus Wertheimer says that “except for mon- 
strosities, every member of our species is indubitably a person, a human being, at the very 
latest at birth.” Is it really zndubitable that newborn babies are persons? Surely this is a 
wild contention. Wertheimer is falling prey to the confusion naturally engendered by the 
practice of using “person” and “human being” interchangeably. Another example of this 
is provided by Thomson: “I am inclined to think also that we shall probably have to agree 
that the fetus has already become a human person well before birth. Indeed, it comes as a 
surprise when one first learns how early in its life it begins to acquire human characteris- 
tics. By the tenth week, for example, it already has a face, arms and legs, fingers and toes; 
it has internal organs, and brain activity is detectable.”'® But what do such physiological 
characteristics have to do with the question of whether the organism is a person? Thom- 
son, partly, I chink, because of the unfortunate use of terminology, does not even raise this 
question. As a result she virtually takes it for granted that there are some cases in which 
abortion is “positively indecent.”"! 

There is a second reason why using “person” and “human being” interchangeably is un- 
happy philosophically. If one says that the dispute between pro- and anti-abortionists cen- 
ters on whether the fetus is a human, it is natural to conclude that it is essentialy a dis- 
agreement about certain facts, a disagreement about what properties a fetus possesses. 
Thus Wertheimer says that “if one insists on using the raggy fact-value distinction, then 
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one ought to say that the dispute is over a matter of fact in the sense in which it is a fact 
that the Negro slaves were human beings.”’’ I shall argue that the two cases are not par- 
allel, and that in the case of abortion what is primarily at stake is what moral principles 
one should accept. If one says that the central issue between conservatives and liberals in 
the abortion question is whether the fetus is a person, it is clear that the dispute may be 
either about what properties a thing must have in order to be a person, in order to have a 
right to life—a moral question—or about whether a fetus at a given stage of development 
as a matter of fact possesses the properties in question. The temptation to suppose that the 
disagreement must be a factual one is removed. 

It should now be clear why the common practice of using expressions such as “person” 
and “human being” interchangeably in discussions of abortion is unfortunate. It would 
perhaps be best to avoid the term “human” altogether, employing instead some expression 
that is more naturally interpreted as referring to a certain type of biological organism char- 
acterized in physiological terms, such as “member of the species Homo sapiens.” My own 
approach will be to use the term “human” only in contexts where it is not philosophically 
dangerous. 


II. THE BASIC ISSUE: WHEN IS 
A MEMBER OF THE SPECIES 
HOMO SAPIENS A PERSON? 


Settling the issue of the morality of abortion and infanticide will involve answering the 
following questions: What properties must something have to be a person, i.e., to have a 
serious right to life? At what point in the development of a member of the species Homo 
sapiens does the organism possess the properties that make it a person? The first question 
raises a moral issue. To answer it is to decide what basic? moral principles involving the 
ascription of a right to life one ought to accept. The second question raises a purely fac- 
tual issue, since the properties in question are properties of a purely descriptive sort. 

Some writers seem quite pessimistic about the possibility of resolving the question of 
the morality of abortion. Indeed, some have gone so far as to suggest that the question of 
whether the fetus is a person is in principle unanswerable: “we seem to be stuck with the 
indeterminateness of the fetus’ humanity.” An understanding of some of the sources of 
this pessimism will, I think, help us to tackle the problem. Let us begin by considering 
the similarity a number of people have noted between the issue of abortion and the issue 
of Negro slavery. The question here is why it should be more difficult to decide whether 
abortion and infanticide are acceptable than it was to decide whether slavery was accept- 
able. The answer seems to be that in the case of slavery there are moral principles of a quite 
uncontroversial sort that settle the issue. Thus most people would agree to some such prin- 
ciple as the following: No organism that has experiences, that is capable of thought and 
of using language, and that has harmed no one, should be made a slave. In the case of abor- 
tion, on the other hand, conditions that are generally agreed to be sufficient grounds for 
ascribing a right to life to something do not suffice to settle the issue. It is easy to specify 
other, purportedly sufficient conditions that will settle the issue, but no one has been suc- 
cessful in putting forward considerations that will convince others to accept those addi- 
tional moral principles. 

I do not share the general pessimism about the possibility of resolving the issue of abor- 
tion and infanticide because I believe it is possible to point to a very plausible moral prin- 
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ciple dealing with the question of necessary conditions for something’s having a right co 
life, where the conditions in question will provide an answer to the question of the per- 
missibility of abortion and infanticide. 

There is a second cause of pessimism that should be noted before proceeding. It is tied 
up with the fact that the development of an organism is one of gradual and continuous 
change. Given this continuity, how is one to draw a line at one point and declare it per- 
missible to destroy a member of Homo sapiens up to, but not beyond, that point? Won't 
there be an arbitrariness about any point that is chosen? I will return to this worry shortly. 
It does not present a serious difficulty once the basic moral principles relevant to the as- 
cription of a right to life to an individual are established. 

Let us turn now to the first and most fundamental question: What properties must 
something have in order to be a person, i.e., to have a serious right to life? The claim I 
wish to defend is this: An organism possesses a serious right to life only if it possesses the 
concept of a self as a continuing subject of experiences and other mental states, and be- 
lieves that it is itself such a continuing entity. 

My basic argument in support of this claim, which I will call the self-consciousness re- 
quirement, will be clearest, I think, if I first offer a simplifed version of the argument, and 
then consider a modification that seems desirable. The simplified version of my argument 
is this. To ascribe a right to an individual is to assert something about the prima facie 
obligations of other individuals to act, or to refrain from acting, in certain ways. However, 
the obligations in question are conditional ones, being dependent upon the existence of 
certain desires of the individual to whom the right is ascribed. Thus if an individual asks 
one to destroy something to which he has a right, one does not violate his right to that 
thing if one proceeds to destroy it. This suggests the following analysis: “A has a right to 
X” is roughly synonymous with “If A desires X, then others are under a prima facie obli- 
gation to refrain from actions that would deprive him of it.”” 

Although this analysis is initially plausible, there are reasons for thinking it not en- 
tirely correct. I will consider these later. Even here, however, some expansion is necessary, 
since there are features of the concept of a right that are important in the present context, 
and that ought to be dealt with more explicitly. In particular, it seems to be a conceptual 
truth that things that lack consciousness, such as ordinary machines, cannot have rights. 
Does this conceptual truth follow from the above analysis of the concept of a right? The 
answer depends on how the term “desire” is interpreted. If one adopts a completely be- 
havioristic interpretation of “desire,” so that a machine that searches for an electrical out- 
let in order to get its batteries recharged is described as having a desire to be recharged, 
then it will not follow from this analysis that objects that lack consciousness cannot have 
rights. On the other hand, if “desire” is interpreted in such a way that desires are states 
necessarily standing in some sort of relationship to states of consciousness, it will follow 
from the analysis that a machine that is not capable of being conscious, and consequently 
of having desires, cannot have any rights. I think those who defend analyses of the con- 
cept of a right along the lines of this one do have in mind an interpretation of the term 
“desire” that involves reference to something more than behavioral dispositions. However, 
rather than relying on this, it seems preferable to make such an interpretation explicit. 
The following analysis is a natural way of doing that: “A has a right to X” is roughly syn- 
onymous with “A is the sort of thing that is a subject of experiences and other mental 
states, A is capable of desiring X, and if A does desire X, then others are under a prima 
facie obligation to refrain from actions that would deprive him of it.” 

The next step in the argument is basically a matter of applying this analysis to the con- 
cept of a right co life. Unfortunately the expression “right to life” is not entirely a happy 
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one, since it suggests that the right in question concerns the continued existence of a 
biological organism. That this is incorrect can be brought out by considering possible ways 
of violating an individual's right to life. Suppose, for example, that by some technology of 
the future the brain of an adult human were to be completely reprogrammed, so that the 
organism wound up with memories (or rather, apparent memories), beliefs, attitudes, and 
personality traits completely different from those associated with it before it was subjected 
to reprogramming. In such a case one would surely say that an individual had been de- 
scroyed, that an adult human’s right to life had been violated, even though no biological 
organism had been killed. This example shows that the expesssion “right to life” is mis- 
leading, since what one is really concerned about is not just the continued existence of a 
biological organism, but the right of a subject of experiences and other mental states to 
continue to exist. 

Given this more precise description of the right with which we are here concerned, we 
are now in a position to apply the analysis of the concept of a right stated above. When 
we do so we find that the statement “A has a right to continue to exist as a subject of ex- 
periences and other mental states” is roughly synonymous with the statement “A is a sub- 
ject of experiences and other mental states, A is capable of desiring to continue to exist as 
a subject of experiences and other mental states, and if A does desire to continue to exist 
as such an entity, then others are under a prima facie obligation not to prevent him from 
doing so.” 

The final stage in the argument is simply a matter of asking what must be the case if 
something is to be capable of having a desire to continue existing as a subject of experi- 
ences and other mental states. The basic point here is that the desires a thing can have are 
limited by the concepts it possesses. For the fundamental way of describing a given desire 
is as a desire that a certain proposition be true.'* Then, since one cannot desire that a cer- 
tain proposition be true unless one understands it, and since one cannot understand it 
without possessing the concepts involved in it, it follows that the desires one can have are 
limited by the concepts one possesses. Applying this to the present case results in the con- 
clusion that an entity cannot be the sort of thing that can desire that a subject of experi- 
ences and other mental states exist unless it possesses the concept of such a subject. More- 
over, an entity cannot desire that it itself continue existing as a subject of experiences and 
other mental states unless it believes that it is now such a subject. This completes the jus- 
tification of the claim that it is a necessary condition of something's having a serious right 
to life that it possess the concept of a self as a continuing subject of experiences, and that 
it believe that it is itself such an entity. 

Let us now consider a modification in the above argument that seems desirable. This 
modification concerns the crucial conceptual claim advanced about the realtionship be- 
tween ascription of rights and ascription of the corresponding desires. Certain situations 
suggest that there may be exceptions to the claim that if a person doesn’t desire some- 
thing, one cannot violate his right to it. There are three types of situations that call this 
claim into question: (i) situations in which an individual’s desires reflect a state of emo- 
tional disturbance; (ii) situations in which a previously conscious individual is temporarily 
unconscious; (iii) situations in which an individual’s desires have been distorted by condi- 
tioning or by indoctrination. 

As an example of the first, consider a case in which an adult human falls into a state of 
depression which his psychiatrist recognizes as temporary. While in the state he tells peo- 
ple he wishes he were dead. His psychiatrist, accepting the view that there can be no vio- 
lation of an individual’s right to life unless the individual has a desire to live, decides to 
let his patient have his way and kills him. Or consider a related case in which one person 


ul UaEOLS a ———<_————— e 


ABORTION AND INFANTICIDE 755 


gives another a drug that produces a state of temporary depression; the recipient expresses 
a wish that he were dead. The person who administered the drug then kills him. Doesn't 
one want to say in both these cases that the agent did something seriously wrong in killing 
the other person? And isn’t the reason the action was seriously wrong in each case the fact 
that it violated the individual’s right to life? If so, the right to life cannot be linked with 
a desire to live in the way claimed above. 

The second set of situations are ones in which an individual is unconscious for some 
reason—that is, he is sleeping, or drugged, or in a temporary coma. Does an individual in 
such a state have any desires? People do sometimes say that an unconscious individual 
wants something, but it might be argued that if such talk is not to be simply false it must 
be interpreted as actually referring to the desires, the individual would have if he were now 
conscious. Consequently, if the analysis of the concept of a right proposed above were cor- 
rect, it would follow that one does not violate an individual’s right if one takes his car, or 
kills him, while he is asleep. 

Finally, consider situations in which an individual’s desires have been distorted, either 
by inculcation of irrational beliefs or by direct conditioning. Thus an individual may per- 
mit someone to kill him because he has been convinced that if he allows himself to be sac- 
rificed to the gods he will be gloriously rewarded in a life to come. Or an individual may 
be enslaved after first having been conditioned to desire a life of slavery. Doesn’t one want 
to say that in the former case an individual’s right to life has been violated, and in the lat- 
ter his right to freedom? 

Situations such as these strongly suggest that even if an individual doesn’t want some- 
thing, it is still possible to violate his right to it. Some modification of the earlier account 
of the concept of a right thus seems in order. The analysis given covers, I believe, the para- 
digmatic cases of violation of an individual’s rights, but there are other, secondary cases 
where one also wants to say that someone’s right has been violated which are not included. 

Precisely how the revised analysis should be formulated is unclear. Here it will be suf- 
ficient merely to say that, in view of the above, an individual’s right to X can be violated 
not only when he desires X, but also when he would now desire X were it not for one of 
the following: (i) he is in an emotionally unbalanced state; (11) he is temporarily uncon- 
scious; (iii) he has been conditioned to desire the absence of X. 

The critical point now is that, even given this extension of the conditions under which 
an individual’s right to something can be violated, it is still true that one’s right to some- 
thing can be violated only when one has the conceptual capability of desiring the thing in 
question. For example, an individual who would now desire not to be a slave if he weren't 
emotionally unbalanced, or if he weren’t temporarily unconscious, or if he hadn’t previ- 
ously been conditioned to want to be a slave, must possess the concepts involved in the 
desire not to be a slave. Since it is really only the conceptual capability presupposed by 
the desire to continue existing as a subject of experiences and other mental states, and 
not the desire itself, that enters into the above argument, the modification required in 
the account of the conditions under which an individual's rights can be violated does not 
undercut my defense of the self-consciousness requirement.” 

To sum up, my argument has been that having a right co life presupposes that one is 
capable of desiring to continue existing as a subject of experiences and other mental states. 
This in turn presupposes both that one has the concept of such a continuing entity and 
that one believes that one is oneself such an entity. So an entity that lacks such a con- 
sciousness of itself as a continuing subject of mental states does not have a right to life. 

It would be natural to ask at this point whether satisfaction of this requirement is not 
only necessary but also sufficient to ensure that a thing has a right to life. I am inclined 
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to an affirmative answer. However, the issue is not urgent in the present context, since as 
long as the requirement is in fact a necessary one we have the basis of an adequate defense 
of abortion and infanticide. If an organism must satisfy some other condition before it has 
a serious right to life, the result will merely be that the interval during which infanticide 
is morally permissible may be somewhat longer. Although the point at which an organ- 
ism first achieves self-consciousness and hence the capacity of desiring to continue exist- 
ing as a subject of experiences and other mental states may be a theoretically incorrect cut- 
off point, it is at least a morally safe one: any error it involves is on the side of caution. 


IV. SOME CRITICAL COMMENTS 
ON ALTERNATIVE PROPOSALS 


I now want to compare the line of demarcation I am proposing with the cutoff points tra- 
ditionally advanced in discussions of abortion. My fundamental claim will be that none of 
these cutoff points can be defended by appeal to plausible, basic moral principles. The 
main suggestions as to the point past which it is seriously wrong to destroy something 
that will develop into an adult member of the species Homo sapiens are these: (a) con- 
ception; (b) the attainment of human form; (c) the achievement of the ability to move 
about spontaneously; (d) viability; (e) birth.’ The corresponding moral principles sug- 
gested by these cutoff points are as follows: (1) It is seriously wrong to kill an organism, 
from a zygote on, that belongs to the species Homo sapiens. (2) It is seriously wrong to 
kill an organism that belongs to Homo sapiens and that has achieved human form. (3) It 
is seriously wrong to kill an organism that is a member of Homo sapiens and that is ca- 
pable of spontaneous movement. (4) It is seriously wrong to kill an organism that belongs 
to Homo sapiens and that is capable of existing outside the womb. (5) It is seriously wrong 
to kill an organism that is a member of Homo sapiens that is no longer in the womb. 

My first comment is that it would not do simply to omit the reference to membership 
in the species Homo sapiens from the above principles, with the exception of principle (2). 
For then the principles would be applicable to animals in general, and one would be forced 
to conclude that it was seriously wrong to abort a cat fetus, or that it was seriously wrong 
to abort a motile cat fetus, and so on. 

The second and crucial comment is that none of the five principles given above can 
plausibly be viewed as a basic moral principle. To accept any of them as such would be akin 
to accepting as a basic moral principle the proposition that it is morally permissible to en- 
slave black members of the species Homo sapiens but not white members. Why should it 
be seriously wrong to kill an unborn member of the species Homo sapiens but not seri- 
ously wrong to kill an unborn kitten? Difference in species is not per se a morally relevant 
difference. If one holds that it is seriously wrong to kill an unborn member of the species 
Homo sapiens but not an unborn kitten, one should be prepared to point to some prop- 
erty that is morally significant and that is possessed by unborn members of Homo sapiens 
but not by unborn kittens. Similarly, such a property must be identified if one believes it 
seriously wrong to kill unborn members of Homo sapiens that have achieved viability but 
not seriously wrong to kill unborn kittens that have achieved that state. 

What property might account for such a difference? That is to say, what basic moral 
principles might a person who accepts one of these five principles appeal to in support of 
his secondary moral judgment? Why should events such as the achievement of human 
form, or the achievement of the ability to move about, or the achievement of viability, 
or birth serve to endow something with a right to life? What the liberal must do is to 
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show that these events involve changes, or are associated with changes, that are morally 
relevant. 

Let us now consider reasons why the events involved in cutoff points (b) through (e) are 
not morally relevant, beginning with the last two: viability and birth. The fact that an or- 
ganism is not physiologically dependent upon another organism, or is capable of such 
physiological independence, is surely irrelevant to whether the organism has a right to life. 
In defense of this contention, consider a speculative case where a fetus is able to learn a 
language while in the womb. One would surely not say that the fetus had no right to life 
until it emerged from the womb, or until it was capable of existing outside the womb. A 
less speculative example is the case of Siamese twins who have learned to speak. One does- 
n't want to say that since one of the twins would die were the two to be separated, it there- 
fore has no right to life. Consequently.ic seems difficult to disagree with the conservative’s 
claim that an organism which lacks a right to life before birth or before becoming viable 
cannot acquire this right immediately upon birch or upon becoming viable. 

This does not, however, completely rule out viability as a line of demarcation. For in- 
stead of defending viability as a cutoff point on the ground that only then does a fetus ac- 
quire a right to life, it is possible to argue rather that when one organism is physiologi- 
cally dependent upon another, the former’s right to life may conflict with the latter’s right 
to use its body as it will, and moreover, that the latter’s right to do what it wants with its 
body may often take precedence over the other organism's right to life. Thomson has de- 
fended this view: “I am arguing only that having a right to life does not guarantee having 
either a right to the use of or a right to be allowed continued use of another person's 
body—even if one needs it for life itself. So the right to life will not serve the opponents 
of abortion in the very simple and clear way in which they seem to have thought it 
would.” I believe chat Thomson is right in contending that philosophers have been alto- 
gether too casual in assuming that if one grants the fetus a serious right to life, one must 
accept a conservative position on abortion.” I also think the only defense of viability as a 
cutoff point which has any hope of success at all is one based on the considerations she ad- 
vances. I doubt very much, however, that this defense of abortion is ultimately tenable. I 
think that one can grant even stronger assumptions than those made by Thomson and still 
argue persuasively for a semiconservative view. What I have in mind is this. Let it be 
granted, for the sake of argument, that a woman’s right to free her body of parasites which 
will inhibit her freedom of action and possibly impair her health is stronger than the 
parasite’s right to life, and is so even if the parasite has as much right to life as an adult 
human. One can still argue that abortion ought not to be permitted. For if A’s right is 
stronger than B’s, and it is impossible to satisfy both, it does not follow that A's should be 
satisfied rather than B’s. It may be possible to compensate A if his right isn’t satisfied, but 
impossible to compensate B if his right isn’t satisfied. In such a case the best thing to do 
may be to satisfy B’s claim and to compensate A. Abortion may be a case in point. If the 
fetus has a right to life and the right is not satisfied, there is certainly no way the fetus can 
be compensated. On the other hand, if the woman’s right to rid her body of harmful and 
annoying parasites is not satisfied, she can be compensated. Thus it would seem that the 
just thing to do would be to prohibit abortion, but to compensate women for the burden 
of carrying a parasite to term. Then, however, we are back at a (modified) conservative po- 
sition.” Our conclusion must be that it appears unlikely there is any satisfactory defense 
either of viability or of birth as cutoff points. 

Let us now consider the third suggested line of demarcation, the achievement of the 
power to move about spontaneously. It might be argued that acquiring this power is a 
morally relevant event on the grounds that there is a connection between the concept of 
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an agent and the concept of a person, and being motile is an indication that a thing is an 
agent.” 

It is difficult to respond to this suggestion unless it is made more specific. Given that 
one’s interest here is in defending a certain cutoff point, it is natural to interpret the pro- 
posal as suggesting that motility is a necessary condition of an organism’s having a right 
to life. But this won’t do, because one certainly wants to ascribe a right to life to adult hu- 
mans who are completely paralyzed. Maybe the suggestion is rather that motility is a suf- 
ficient condition of something’s having a right to life. However, it is clear that motility 
alone is not sufficient, since this would imply that all animals, and also certain machines, 
have a right to life. Perhaps, then, the most reasonable interpretation of the claim is that 
motility together with some other property is a sufficient condition of something’s having 
a right to life, where the other property will have to be a property possessed by unborn 
members of the species Homo sapiens but not by unborn members of other familiar species. 

The central question, then, is what this other property is. Until one is told, it is very 
difficult to evaluate either the moral claim that motility together with that property is a 
sufficient basis for ascribing to an organism a right to life or the factual claim that a motile 
human fetus possesses that property while a motile fetus belonging to some other species 
does not. A conservative would presumably reject motility as a cutoff point by arguing 
that whether an organism has a right to life depends only upon its potentialities, which 
are of course not changed by its becoming motile. If, on the other hand, one favors a lib- 
eral view of abortion, I think that one can attack this third suggested cutoff point, in its 
unspecified form, only by determining what properties are necessary, or what properties 
sufficient, for an individual to have a right to life. Thus I would base my rejection of mo- 
tility as a cutoff point on my claim, defended above, that a necessary condition of an or- 
ganism’s possessing a right to life is that it conceive of itself as a continuing subject of ex- 
periences and other mental states. 

The second suggested cutoff point—the development of a recognizably human form— 
can be dismissed fairly quickly. I have already remarked that membership in a particular 
species is not itself a morally relevant property. For it is obvious that if we encountered 
other “rational animals,” such as Martians, the fact that their physiological makeup was 
very different from our own would not be grounds for denying them a right to life.” Simi- 
larly, it is clear that the development of human form is not in itself a morally relevant 
event. Nor do there seem to be any grounds for holding that there is some other change, 
associated with this event, that is morally relevant. The appeal of this second cutoff point 
is, I think, purely emotional. 

The overall conclusion seems to be that it is very difficult to defend the cutoff points 
traditionally advanced by those who advocate either a moderate or a liberal position on 
abortion. The reason is that there do not seem to be any basic moral principles one can ap- 
peal to in support of the cutoff points in question. We must now consider whether the 
conservative is any better off. 


V. REFUTATION OF THE 
CONSERVATIVE POSITION 


Many have felt that the conservative’s position is more defensible than the liberal’s because 
the conservative can point to the gradual and continuous development of an organism as 
it changes from a zygote to an adult human being. He is then in a position to argue that 
it is morally arbitrary for the liberal to draw a line at some point in this continuous process 
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and to say that abortion is permissible before, but not after, that particular point. The lib- 
eral’s reply would presumably be that the emphasis upon the continuity of the process is 
misleading. What the conservative is really doing is simply challenging the liberal to spec- 
ify the properties a thing must have in order to be a person, and to show that the devel- 
oping organism does acquire the properties at the point selected by the liberal. The lib- 
eral may then reply that the difficulty he has meeting this challenge should not be taken 
as grounds for rejecting his position. For the conservative cannot meet this challenge ei- 
ther; the conservative is equally unable to say what properties something must have if it 
is to have a right to life. 

Although this rejoinder does not dispose of the conservative’s argument, it is not with- 
out bite. For defenders of the view that abortion is always wrong have failed to face up to 
the question of the basic moral principles on which their position rests. They have been 
content to assert the wrongness of killing any organism, from a zygote on, if that organism 
is a member of the species Homo sapiens. But they have overlooked the point that this can- 
not be an acceptable basic moral principle, since difference in species is not in itself a 
morally relevant difference. The conservative can reply, however, that it is possible to de- 
fend his position—but not the liberal’s—wthout getting clear about the properties a thing 
must possess if it is to have a right to life. The conservative’s defense will rest upon the fol- 
lowing two claims: first, that there is a property, even if one is unable to specify what it is, 
that (i) is possessed by adult humans, and (ii) endows any organism possessing it with a se- 
rious right to life. Second, that if there are properties which satisfy (i) and (ii) above, at least 
one of those properties will be such that any organism potentially possessing that property 
has a serious right to life even now, simply by virtue of that potentiality, where an organ- 
ism possesses a property potentially if ic will come to have that property in the normal 
course of its development. The second claim—which I shall refer to as the potentiality 
principle—is critical to the conservative’s defense. Because of it he is able to defend his po- 
sition without deciding what properties a thing must possess in order to have a right to 
life. It is enough to know that adult members of Homo sapiens do have such a right. For 
then one can conclude that any organism which belongs to the species Homo sapiens, from 
a zygote on, must also have a right to life by virtue of the potentiality principle. 

The liberal, by contrast, cannot mount a comparable argument. He cannot defend his 
position without offering at least a partial answer to the question of what properties a 
thing must possess in order to have a right to life. 

The importance of the potentiality principle, however, goes beyond the fact that it pro- 
vides support for the conservative’s position. If the principle is unacceptable, then so is his 
position. For if the conservative cannot defend the view that an organism's having certain 
potentialities is sufficient grounds for ascribing to it a right to life, his claim that a fetus 
which is a member of Homo sapiens has a right to life can be attacked as follows. The rea- 
son an adult member of Homo sapiens has a right to life, but an infant ape does not, is 
that there are certain psychological properties which the former possesses and the latter 
lacks. Now, even if one is unsure exactly what these psychological properties are, it is clear 
that an organism in the early stages of development from a zygote into an adult member 
of Homo sapiens does not possess these properties. One need merely compare a human 
fetus with an ape fetus. What mental states does the former enjoy that the latter does not? 
Surely it is reasonable to hold that there are no significant differences in their respective 
mental lives—assuming that one wishes to ascribe any mental states at all to such organ- 
isms. (Does a zygote have a mental life? Does it have experiences? Or beliefs? Or desires?) 
There are, of course, physiological differences, but these are not in themselves morally sig- 
nificant. If one held that potentialities were relevant to the ascription of a right to life, one 
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could argue that the physiological differences, though not morally significant in them- 
selves, are morally significant by virtue of their causal consequences: they will lead to later 
psychological differences that are morally relevant, and for this reason the physiological 
differences are themselves morally significant. But if the potentiality principle is not avail- 
able, this line of argument cannot be used, and there will then be no differences between 
a human fetus and an ape fetus that the conservative can use as grounds for ascribing a se- 
rious right to life to the former but not to the latter. 

It is therefore tempting to conclude that the conservative view of abortion is acceptable 
if and only if the potentiality principle is acceptable. But to say that the conservative po- 
sition can be defended if the potentiality principle is acceptable is to assume that the ar- 
gument is over once it is granted that the fetus has a right to life, and, as was noted above, 
Thomson has shown that there are serious grounds for questioning this assumption. In any 
case, the important point here is that the conservative position on abortion is acceptable 
only if the potentiality principle is sound. 

One way to attack the potentiality principle is simply to argue in support of the self- 
consciousness requirement—the claim that only an organism that conceives of itself as a 
continuing subject of experiences has a right to life. For this requirement, when taken to- 
gether with the claim that there is at least one property, possessed by adult humans, such 
that any organism possessing it has a serious right to life, entails the denial of the poten- 
tiality principle. Or at least this is so if we add the uncontroversial empirical claim that 
an organism that will in the normal course of events develop into an adult human does 
not from the very beginning of its existence possess a concept of a continuing subject of 
experiences together with a belief that it is itself such an entity. 

I think it best, however, to scrutinize the potentiality principle itself, and not to base 
one’s case against it simply on the self-consciousness requirement. Perhaps the first point to 
note is that the potentiality principle should not be confused with principles such as the fol- 
lowing: the value of an object is related to the value of the things into which it can develop. 
This “valuation principle” is rather vague. There are ways of making it more precise, but we 
need not consider these here. Suppose now that one were to speak not of a right to life, but 
of the value of life. It would then be easy to make the mistake of thinking that the valuation 
principle was relevant to the potentiality principle—indeed, that it entailed it. But an in- 
dividual’s right to life is not based on the value of his life. To say that the world would be 
better off if it contained fewer people is not to say that it would be right to achieve such a 
better world by killing some of the present inhabitants. If having a right to life were a mat- 
ter of a thing’s value, then a thing’s potentialities, being connected with its expected value, 
would clearly be relevant to the question of what rights it had. Conversely, once one realizes 
that a thing’s rights are not a matter of its value, I think it becomes clear that an organism’s 
potentialities are irrelevant to the question of whether it has a right to life. 

But let us now turn to the task of finding a direct refutation of the potentiality princi- 
ple. The basic issue is this. Is there any property J which satisfies the following conditions: 
(1) There is a property K such that any individual possessing property K has a right to life, 
and there is a scientific law L to the effect that any organism possessing property J will in 
che normal course of events come to possess property K at some later time. (2) Given the 
relationship between property J and property K just described, anything possessing prop- 
erty J has a right to life. (3) If property J were not related to property K in the way indi- 
cated, it would not be the case that anything possessing property J thereby had a right to 
life. In short, the question is whether there is a property J that bestows a right to life on an 
organism only because J stands in a certain causal relationship to a second property K, which 
is such that anything possessing that property ipso facto has a right to life. 
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My argument turns upon the following critical principle: Let C be a causal process that 
normally leads to outcome E. Let A be an action that initiates process C, and B be an ac- 
tion involving a minimal expenditure of energy that stops process C before outcome E oc- 
curs. Assume further that actions A and B do not have any other consequences, and that 
E is the only morally significant outcome of process C. Then there is no moral difference 
between intentionally performing action B and intentionally refraining from performing 
action A, assuming identical motivation in both cases. This principle, which I shall refer 
to as the moral symmetry principle with respect to action and inaction, would be rejected 
by some philosophers. They would argue that there is an important distinction to be 
drawn between “what we owe people in the form of aid and what we owe them in the way 
of non-interference,” and that the latter, “negative duties,” are duties that it is more se- 
rious to neglect than the former, “positive” ones. This view arises from an intuitive re- 
sponse to examples such as the following. Even if it is wrong not co send food to starving 
people in other parts of the world, it is more wrong still to kill someone. And isn’t the 
conclusion, then, that one’s obligation to refrain from killing someone is a more serious 
obligation than one’s obligation to save lives? 

I want to argue that this is not the correct conclusion. I think it is tempting to draw 
this conclusion if one fails to consider the motivation that is likely to be associated with 
the respective actions. If someone performs an action he knows will kill someone else, 
this will usually be grounds for concluding that he wanted to kill the person in question. 
In contrast, failing to help someone may indicate only apathy, laziness, selfishness, or an 
amoral outlook: the fact that a person knowingly allows another to die will not normally 
be grounds for concluding that he desired that person’s death. Someone who knowingly 
kills another is more likely to be seriously defective from a moral point of view than some- 
one who fails to save another's life. 

If we are not to be led to false conclusions by our intuitions about certain cases, we must 
explicitly assume identical motivations in the two situations. Compare, for example, the 
following: (1) Jones sees that Smith will be killed by a bomb unless he warns him. Jones's 
reaction is: “How lucky, it will save me the trouble of killing Smith myself.” So Jones al- 
lows Smith to be killed by the bomb, even though he could easily have warned him. (2) 
Jones wants Smith dead, and therefore shoots him. Is one to say there is a significant dif- 
ference between the wrongness of Jones’s behavior in these two cases? Surely not. This 
shows the mistake of drawing a distinction between positive duties and negative duties 
and holding that the latter impose stricter obligations than the former. The difference in 
our intuitions about situations that involve giving aid to others and corresponding situa- 
tions that involve not interfering with others is to be explained by reference to probable 
differences in the motivations operating in the two situations, and not by reference to a 
distinction between positive and negative duties. For once it is specified that the motiva- 
tion is the same in the two situations, we realize chat inaction is as wrong in the one case 
as action is in the other. 

There is another point that may be relevant. Action involves effort, while inaction usu- 
ally does not. It usually does not require any effort on my part to refrain from killing some- 
one, but saving someone's life will require an expenditure of energy. One must then ask 
how large a sacrifice a person is morally required to make to save the life of another. If the 
sacrifice of time and energy is quite large it may be that one is not morally obliged to save 
the life of another in that situation. Superficial reflection upon such cases might easily lead 
us to introduce the distinction between positive and negative duties, but again it is clear 
that this would be a mistake. The point is not that one has a greater duty to refrain from 
killing others than to perform positive actions that will save them. It ts rather that posi- 
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tive actions require effort, and this means that in deciding what to do a person has to take 
into account his own right to do what he wants with his life, and not only the other per- 
son’s right to life. To avoid this confusion, we should confine ourselves to comparisons be- 
tween situations in which the positive action involves minimal effort. 

The moral symmetry principle, as formulated above, explicitly takes these two factors 
into account. It applies only to pairs of situations in which the motivations are identical 
and the positive action involves minimal effort. Without these restrictions, the principle 
would be open to serious objection; with them, it seems perfectly acceptable. For the cen- 
tral objection to it rests on the claim that we must distinguish positive from negative du- 
ties and recognize that negative duties impose stronger obligations than positive ones. I 
have tried to show how this claim derives from an unsound account of our moral intuitions 
about certain situations. 

My argument against the potentiality principle can now be stated. Suppose at some fu- 
ture time a chemical were to be discovered which when injected into the brain of a kitten 
would cause the kitten to develop into a cat possessing a brain of the sort possessed by hu- 
mans, and consequently into a cat having all the psychological capabilities characteristic 
of adult humans. Such cats would be able to think, to use language, and so on. Now it 
would surely be morally indefensible in such a situation to ascribe a serious right to life 
to members of the species Homo sapiens without also ascribing it to cats that have un- 
dergone such a process of development: there would be no morally significant differences. 

Secondly, it would not be seriously wrong to refrain from injecting a newborn kitten 
with the special chemical, and to kill it instead. The fact that one could initiate a causal 
process that would transform a kitten into an entity that would eventually possess prop- 
erties such that anything possessing them ipso facto has a serious right to life does not 
mean that the kitten has a serious right to life even before it has been subjected to the 
process of injection and transformation. The possibility of transforming kittens into per- 
sons will not make it any more wrong to kill newborn kittens than it is now. 

Thirdly, in view of the symmetry principle, if it is not seriously wrong to refrain from 
initiating such a causal process, neither is it seriously wrong to interfere with such a 
process. Suppose a kitten is accidentally injected with the chemical. As long as it has not 
yet developed those properties that in themselves endow something with a right to life, 
there cannot be anything wrong with interfering with the causal process and preventing 
the development of the properties in question. Such interference might be accomplished 
either by injecting the kitten with some “neutralizing” chemical or simply by killing it. 

But if it is not seriously wrong to destroy an injected kitten which will naturally de- 
velop the properties that bestow a right to life, neither can it be seriously wrong to de- 
stroy a member of Homo sapiens which lacks such properties, but will naturally come to 
have them. The potentialities are the same in both cases. The only difference is that in the 
case of a human fetus the potentialities have been present from the beginning of the or- 
ganism’s development, while in the case of the kitten they have been present only from 
the time it was injected with the special chemical. This difference in the time at which 
the potentialities were acquired is a morally irrelevant difference. 

It should be emphasized that I am not here assuming that a human fetus does not pos- 
sess properties which in themselves, and irrespective of their causal relationships to other 
properties, provide grounds for ascribing a right to life to whatever possesses them. The 
point is merely that if it is seriously wrong to kill something, the reason cannot be that the 
thing will later acquire properties that in themselves provide something with a right to life. 

Finally, it is reasonable to believe that there are properties possessed by adult members 
of Homo sapiens which establish their right to life, and also that any normal human fetus 
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will come to possess those properties shared by adult humans. But it has just been shown 
that if it is wrong to kill a human fetus, it cannot be because of its potentialities. One is 
therefore forced to conclude that the conservative’s potentiality principle is false. 

In short, anyone who wants to defend the potentiality principle must either argue 
against the moral symmetry principle or hold that in a world in which kittens could be 
transfomed into “rational animals” it would be seriously wrong to kill newborn kittens. It 
is hard to believe there is much to be said for the latter moral claim. Consequently one ex- 
pects the conservative’s rejoinder to be directed against the symmetry principle. While I 
have not attempted to provide a thorough defense of that principle, I have tried to show 
that what seems to be the most important objection to it—the one that appeals to a dis- 
tinction between positive and negative duties—is based on a superficial analysis of our 
moral intuitions. I believe that a more thorough examination of the symmetry principle 
would show it to be sound. If so, we should reject the potentiality principle, and the con- 
servative position on abortion as well. 


VI. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 


Let us return now to my basic claim, the self-consciousness requirement: An organism pos- 
sesses a serious right to life only if it possesses the concept of a self as a continuing sub- 
ject of experiences and other mental states, and believes that it is itself such a continuing 
entity. My defense of this claim has been twofold. I have offered a direct argument in sup- 
port of it, and I have tried to show that traditional conservative and liberal views on abor- 
tion and infanticide, which involve a rejection of it, are unsound. I now want to mention 
one final reason why my claim should be accepted. Consider the example mentioned in 
section IJ—that of killing, as opposed to torturing, newborn kittens. I suggested there 
that while in the case of adult humans most people would consider it worse to kill an in- 
dividual than to torture him for an hour, we do not usually view the killing of a newborn 
kitten as morally outrageous, although we would regard someone who tortured a newborn 
kitten for an hour as heinously evil. I pointed out that a possible conclusion that might 
be drawn from this is that newborn kittens have a right not to be tortured, but do not 
have a serious right to life. If this is the correct conclusion, how is one to explain it? 
One merit of the self-consciousness requirement is that it provides an explanation of this 
situation. The reason a newborn kitten does not have a right to life is explained by the fact 
that it does not possess the concept of a self. But how is one to explain the kitcen’s having 
a right not to be tortured? The answer is that a desire not to suffer pain can be ascribed to 
something without assuming that it has any concept of a continuing self. For while some- 
thing that lacks the concept of a self cannot desire that a self not suffer, it can desire that 
a given sensation not exist. The state desired—the absence of a particular sensation, or of 
sensations of a certain sort—can be described in a purely phenomenalistic language, and 
hence without the concept of a continuing self. So long as the newborn kitten possesses 
the relevant phenomenal concepts, it can truly be said to desire that a certian sensation not 
exist. So we can ascribe to it a right not to be tortured even though, since it lacks the con- 
cept of a continuing self, we cannot ascribe to it a right to life. 

This completes my discussion of the basic moral principles involved in the issue of abor- 
tion and infanticide. But I want to comment upon an important factual question, namely, 
at what point an organism comes to possess the concept of a self as a continuing subject of 
experiences and other mental states, together with the belief that it is itself such a contin- 
uing entity. This is obviously a matter for detailed psychological investigation, but every- 
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day observation makes it perfectly clear, I believe, that a newborn baby does not possess the 
concept of a continuing self, any more than a newborn kitten possesses such a concept. If 
so, infanticide during a time interval shortly after birth must be morally acceptable. 

But where is the line to be drawn? What is the cutoff point? If one maintained, as some 
philosophers have, that an individual possesses concepts only if he can express these con- 
cepts in language, it would be a matter of everyday observation whether or not a given or- 
ganism possessed the concept of a continuing self. Infanticide would then be permissible 
up to the time an organism learned how to use certain expressions. However, I think the 
claim that acquisition of concepts is dependent on acquisition of language is mistaken. For 
example, one wants to ascribe mental states of a conceptual sort—such as beliefs and de- 
sires—to organisms that are incapable of learning a language. This issue of prelinguistic 
understanding is clearly outside the scope of this discussion. My point is simply that ¿f an 
organism can acquire concepts without thereby acquiring a way of expressing those con- 
cepts linguistically, the question of whether a given organism possesses the concept of a 
self as a continuing subject of experiences and other mental states, together with the be- 
lief that it is itself such a continuing entity, may be a question that requires fairly subtle 
experimental techniques to answer. 

If this view of the matter is roughly correct, there are two worries one is left with at 
the level of practical moral decisions, one of which may turn out to be deeply disturbing. 
The lesser worry is where the line is to be drawn in the case of infanticide. It is not trou- 
bling because there is no serious need to know the exact point at which a human infant 
acquires a right to life. For in the vast majority of cases in which infanticide is desirable, 
its desirability will be apparent within a short time after birth. Since it is virtually certain 
that an infant at such a stage of its development does not possess the concept of a con- 
tinuing self, and thus does not possess a serious right to life, there is excellent reason to 
believe that infanticide is morally permissible in most cases where it is otherwise desir- 
able. The practical moral problem can thus be satisfactorily handled by choosing some pe- 
riod of time, such as a week after birth, as the interval during which infanticide will be 
permitted. This interval could then be modified once psychologists have established the 
point at which a human organism comes to believe that it is a continuing subject of ex- 
periences and other mental states. 

The troubling worry is whether adult animals belonging to species other than Homo 
sapiens may not also possess a serious right to life. For once one says that an organism 
can possess the concept of a continuing self, together with the belief that it is itself such 
an entity, without having any way of expressing that concept and that belief linguisti- 
cally, one has to face up to the question of whether animals may not possess properties 
that bestow a serious right to life upon them. The suggestion itself is a familiar one, and 
one that most of us are accustomed to dismiss very casually. The line of thought advanced 
here suggests that this attitude may turn out to be tragically mistaken. Once one reflects 
upon the question of the basic moral principles involved in the ascription of a right to life 
to organisms, one may find himself driven to conclude that our everyday treatment of 
animals is morally indefensible, and that we are in fact murdering innocent persons. 


Notes 


1. Judith Jarvis Thomson, in her article “A Defense of Abortion,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1, 
no. 1 (Fall 1971): 47—66, has argued with great force and ingenuity that this conclusion is mis- 
taken. I will comment on her argument later in this paper. 
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While this is the position conservatives tend to hold, it is not clear that it is the position they 
ought to hold. For if the fetus is a person it is far from clear that it is permissible to destroy it 
to save the mother. Two moral principles lend support to the view that it is the fetus which 
should live. First, other things being equal, should not one give something to a person who has 
had less rather than to a person who has had more? The mother has had a chance to live, while 
the fetus has not. The choice is thus between giving the mother more of an opportunity to live 
while giving the fetus none at all and giving the fetus an opportunity to enjoy life while not 
giving the mother a further opportunity to do so. Surely fairness requires the latter. Secondly, 
since the fetus has a greater life expectancy than the mother, one is in effect distributing more 
goods by choosing the life of the fetus over the life of the mother. 

The position I am here recommending to the conservative should not be confused with the 
official Catholic position. The Catholic Church holds that it is seriously wrong to kill a fetus 
directly even if failure to do so will result in the death of both the mother and the fetus. This 
perverse value judgment is not part of the conservative’s position. 


. Section 230.3 of the American Law Institute’s Model Penal Code (Philadelphia, 1962). There is 


some interesting, though at times confused, discussion of the proposed code in Model Penal 
Code—Tentative Draft No. 9 (Philadelphia, 1959), pp. 146-162. 

A clear example of such an unwillingness to entertain seriously the possibility that moral judg- 
ments widely accepted in one’s own society may nevertheless be incorrect is provided by Roger 
Wertheimer’s superficial dismissal of infanticide on pages 69-70 of his article “Understanding 
the Abortion Argument,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1, no. 1 (Fall 1971): 67-95. 


. Compare the discussion of the concept of a right offered by Richard B. Brandt in his Ethical 


Theory (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1959), pp. 434-441. As Brandt points out, some philosophers 
have maintained that only things that can claim rights can have rights. I agree with Brandt's 
view that “inability to claim does not destroy the right” (p. 440). 

B. A. Brody, “Abortion and the Law,” Journal of Philosophy, LXVIII, no. 12 (17 June 1971): 
357-369. See pp. 357-358. 


. Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion,” p. 47. 
. Wertheimer, “Understanding the Abortion Argument,” p. 69. 


Ibid. 


. Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion,” pp. 47—48. 
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. Wertheimer, “Understanding the Abortion Argument,” p. 78. 

. A moral principle accepted by a person is basic for him if and only if his acceptance of it is not 


dependent upon any of his (nonmoral) factual beliefs. That is, no change in his factual beliefs 
would cause him to abandon the principle in question. 


. Wertheimer, “Understanding the Abortion Argument,” p. 88. 
. Again, compare the analysis defended by Brandt in Ethical Theory, pp. 434-441. 
. In everyday life one often speaks of desiring things, such as an apple or a newspaper. Such talk 


is elliptical, the context together with one’s ordinary beliefs serving to make it clear that one 
wants to eat the apple and read the newspaper. To say that what one desires is that a certain 
proposition be true should not be construed as involving any particular ontological commit- 
ment. The point is merely that it is sentences such as “John wants it to be the case that he is 
eating an apple in the next few minutes” that provide a completely explicit description of a 
person’s desires. If one fails to use such sentences one can be badly misled about what concepts 
are presupposed by a particular desire. 

There are, however, situations other than those discussed here which might seem to count 
against the claim that a person cannot have a right unless he is conceptually capable of having 
the corresponding desire. Can’t a young child, for example, have a right to an estate, even 
though he may not be conceptually capable of wanting the estate? It is clear that such situa- 
tions have to be carefully considered if one is to arrive at a satisfactory account of the concept 
of a right. My inclination is to say that the correct description is not that the child now has a 
right to the estate, but that he will come to have such a right when he is mature, and that in 
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the meantime no one else has a right to the estate. My reason for saying that the child does not 
now have a right to the estate is that he cannot now do things with the estate, such as selling 
it or giving it away, that he will be able to do later on. 

18. Another frequent suggestion as to the cutoff point not listed here is quickening. I omit it because 
it seems clear that if abortion after quickening is wrong its wrongness must be tied up with the 
motility of the fetus, not with the mother’s awareness of the fetus’ ability to move about. 

19. Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion,” p. 56. 

20. A good example of a failure to probe this issue is provided by Brody’s “Abortion and the Law.” 

21. Admittedly the modification is a substantial one, since given a society that refused to com- 
pensate women, a woman who had an abortion would not be doing anything wrong. 

22. Compare Wertheimer’s remarks, “Understanding the Abortion Argument,” p. 79. 

23. This requires qualification. If their central nervous systems were radically different from ours, 
it might be thought that one would not be justified in ascribing to them mental states of an 
experiential sort. And then, since it seems to be a conceptual truth that only things having ex- 
periential states can have rights, one would be forced to conclude that one was not justified in 
ascribing any rights to them. 

24. Philippa Foot, “The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect,” The Oxford 
Review 5 (1967): 5—15. See the discussion on pp. 11ff. 


42. JAMES STERBA 


James Sterba is Professor of Philosophy at Notre Dame University. He argues that there is an 
inconsistency in the position that supports both abortion on demand and either the right of 
distant peoples to economic assistance or the right of future generations to a fair share of the 
world’s resources. 


Abortion, Distant Peoples, and 
Future Generations 


Those who favor a liberal view on abortion and thus tend to support abortion on demand 
are just as likely to support the rights of distant peoples to basic economic assistance and 
the rights of future generations to a fair share of the world’s resources.’ Yet, as I shall argue, 
many of the arguments offered in support of abortion on demand by those who favor a 
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liberal view on abortion are actually inconsistent with a workable defense of these other 
social goals. If I am right, many of those who favor a liberal view on abortion (whom I 
shall henceforth refer to as “liberals”) will have to make an unwelcome choice: either mod- 
erate their support for abortion or moderate their commitment to the rights of distant peo- 
ples and future generations. I shall argue that the most promising way for liberals to make 
this choice is to moderate their support for abortion. 


THE WELFARE RIGHTS OF 
DISTANT PEOPLES 


It used to be argued that the welfare rights of distant peoples would eventually be met, as 
a by-product of the continued economic growth of the technologically developed nations 
of the world. It was believed that the transfer of investment and technology to the less de- 
veloped nations of the world would eventually, if not make everyone well off, at least sat- 
isfy everyone’s basic needs. Now we are not so sure. Presently more and more evidence 
points to the conclusion that without some substantial sacrifice on the part of the techno- 
logically developed nations of the world, many of the less developed nations will never be 
able to provide their members with even the basic necessities for survival. For example, it 
has been projected that in order to reduce the income gap between the technologically de- 
veloped nations and the underdeveloped nations to 5 to 1 and the income gap between the 
technologically developed nations and the developing nations to 3 to 1 would require a 
total investment of 7200 billion (in 1963 dollars) over the next fifty years.? [For compari- 
son, the Gross National Product of the United States for 1973 was about 922 billion (in 
1963 dollars).} Even those who argue that an almost utopian world situation will obtain 
in the distant future still would have to admit that, unless the technologically developed 
nations adopt some policy of redistribution, malnutrition and starvation will continue in 
the less developed nations for many years to come.’ Thus a recognition of the welfare rights 
of distant peoples would appear to have significant consequences for developed and un- 
derdeveloped nations alike. 

Of course, there are various senses in which distant peoples can be said to have welfare 
rights and various moral grounds on which those rights can be justified. First of all, the 
welfare rights of distant peoples can be understood to be either “action” rights or “recipi- 
ent” rights. An action right is a right to act in some specified manner. For example, a con- 
stitutional right to liberty is usually understood to be an action right; it guarantees each 
citizen the right to act in any manner that does not unjustifiably interfere with any other 
citizen’s constitutional rights. On the other hand, a recipient right is a right to receive some 
specific goods or services. Typical recipient rights are the right to have a loan repaid and 
the right to receive one’s just earnings. Secondly, the welfare rights of distant peoples can 
be understood to be either ¿n personam rights or ¿n rem rights. In personam rights are rights 
that hold against some specific namable person or persons, whereas in rem rights hold 
against “the world at large,” that is, against everyone who will ever be in a position to act 
upon the rights in question. The constitutional right to liberty is usually understood to 
be an in rem right; the right to have a loan repaid or the right to receive one’s just earn- 
ings are typical in personam rights. Finally, the rights of distant peoples can be understood 
to be either legal rights, that is, rights that are enforced by legal sanctions, or moral rights, 
that is, rights that ought to be enforced either simply by moral sanctions or by both moral and 
legal sanctions. Accordingly, what distinguishes the moral rights of distant peoples from 
the requirements of supererogation (the nonfulfillment of which is never blameworthy) 
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is that the former but not the latter can be justifiably enforced either by moral sanctions 
or by moral and legal sanctions. Since we will be primarily concerned with the moral 
rights of distant peoples to a certain minimum of welfare, hereafter ‘right(s)’ should be un- 
derstood as short for ‘moral right(s).’ 

Of the various moral grounds for justifying the welfare rights of distant peoples, quite 
possibly the most evident are those which appeal either to a right to life or a right to 
fair treatment.‘ Indeed, whether one interprets a person’s right to life as an action right 
(as political conservatives tend to do) or as a recipient right (as political liberals tend to 
do), it is possible to show that the right justifies welfare rights that would amply pro- 
vide for a person’s basic needs.’ Alternatively, it is possible to justify those same welfare 
rights on the basis of a person’s recipient right to fair treatment. In what follows, how- 
ever, I do not propose to work out these moral justifications for the welfare rights of dis- 
tant peoples.® Rather I wish to show that if one affirms welfare rights of distant peoples, 
as liberals tend to do, then there are certain arguments for abortion that one in consis- 
tency should reject. These arguments for abortion all begin with the assumption that the 
fetus is a person and then attempt to show that abortion can still be justified in many 
cases. 


DISTANT PEOPLES AND ABORTION 


One such argument is based on a distinction between what a person can demand as a right 
and what is required by moral decency. Abortion, it is said, may offend against the re- 
quirements of moral decency, but it rarely, if ever, violates anyone’s rights. Judith Jarvis 
Thomson’ illustrates this view as follows: 


. even supposing a case in which a woman pregnant due to rape ought to allow the un- 
born person to use her body for the hour he needs, we should not conclude that he has a right 
to do so; we should conclude that she is self-centered, callous, indecent, but not unjust if she 


refuses (G1). 


In Thomson’s example, the sacrifice the pregnant woman would have to make to save 
the innocent fetus-person’s life is certainly quite minimal.* Yet Thomson and other de- 
fenders of abortion contend that this minimal sacrifice is simply a requirement of moral 
decency and that neither justice nor the rights of the fetus-person requires the woman to 
contribute the use of her womb even for one hour! But if such a minimal life-sustaining 
sacrifice is required neither by justice nor by the rights of the fetus-person, then how could 
one maintain that distant peoples have a right to have their basic needs satisfied? Obvi- 
ously to satisfy the basic needs of distant peoples would require a considerable sacrifice 
from many people in the technologically developed nations of the world. Taken individu- 
ally, such sacrifices would be far greater than the sacrifice of Thomson’s pregnant woman. 
Consequently, if the sacrifice of Thomson’s pregnant woman is merely a requirement of 
moral decency, then the far greater sacrifices necessary to meet the basic needs of distant 
peoples, if required at all, could only be requirements of moral decency. Thus liberals who 
want to support the welfare rights of distant peoples would in consistency have to reject 
this first argument for abortion. 

Another argument for abortion that is also inconsistent with the welfare rights of dis- 
tant peoples grants that the fetus-person has a right to life and then attempts to show that 
his right to life often does not entitle him to the means of survival. Thomson again illus- 
trates this view: 
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If I am sick unto death, and the only thing that will save my life is the touch of Henry Fonda's 
cool hand on my fevered brow, then all the same, I have no right to be given the touch of 
Henry Fonda's cool hand on my fevered brow. It would be frightfully nice of him to fly in 
from the West Coast to provide it. It would be less nice, though no doubt well meant, if my 
friends flew out to the West Coast and carried Henry Fonda back with them. But I have no 
right at all against anybody that he should do this for me (55). 


According to Thomson, what a person’s right to life explicitly entitles him to is not the 
right to receive or acquire the means of survival, but only the right not to be killed or let 
die unjustly. 

To understand what this right not to be killed or let die unjustly amounts to, consider 
the following example: 


Tom, Dick, and Gertrude are adrift on a lifeboat. Dick managed to bring aboard provisions 
that are just sufficient for his own survival. Gertrude managed to do the same. But Tom 
brought no provisions at all. So Gertrude, who is by far the strongest, is faced with a choice. 
She can either kill Dick to provide Tom with the provisions he needs or she can refrain from 
killing Dick, thus letting Tom die. 


Now, as Thomson understands the right not to be killed or let die unjustly, Gertrude’s 
killing Dick would be unjust, but her letting Tom die would not be unjust because Dick 
has a greater right to his life and provisions than either Tom or Gertrude.’ Thus killing or 
letting die unjustly always involves depriving a person of something to which he has a 
greater right—typically either his functioning body or property the person has which he 
needs to maintain his life. Consequently, a person’s right to life would entitle him to his 
functioning body and whatever property he has which he needs to maintain his life. 

Yet Thomson’s view allows that some persons may not have property rights to goods 
that are necessary to meet their own basic needs whereas others may have property rights 
to more than enough goods to meet their own basic needs. It follows that if persons with 
property rights to surplus goods choose not to share their surplus with anyone else, then, 
according to Thomson’s account, they would still not be violating anyone’s right to life. 
For although, by their decision not to share, they would be killing or letting die those who 
lack the means of survival, they would not be doing so unjustly, because they would not 
be depriving anyone of his property. 

Unfortunately, Thomson never explains how some persons could justifiably acquire 
property rights to surplus goods that would restrict others from acquiring or receiving the 
goods necessary to satisfy their basic needs. And Thomson’s argument for abortion cru- 
cially depends on the justification of just such restrictive property rights. For otherwise 
the fetus-person’s right to life would presumably entail a right to receive the means of sur- 
vival. 

It is also unclear how such restrictive property rights would be compatible with each 
person’s right to fair treatment. Apparently, one would have to reinterpret the right to fair 
treatment so that it had nothing to do with receiving the necessary means of survival. A 
difficult task indeed. 

But most importantly, accepting this deferise of abortion with its unsupported as- 
sumption of restrictive property rights would undermine the justification for the welfare 
rights of distant peoples. For the same sort of rights that would restrict the fetus-person 
from receiving what he needs for survival would also restrict distant people from receiv- 
ing or acquiring what they need for survival. Thus liberals who support the welfare rights 
of distant peoples would have an additional reason to reject this argument for abortion." 

Of course, many liberals cannot but be unhappy with the rejection of the two arguments 
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for abortion which we have considered. For although they would not want to give up their 
support for the welfare rights of distant peoples, they are still inclined to support abortion 
on demand. 

Searching for an acceptable resolution of this conflict, liberals might claim that what is 
wrong with the preceding arguments for abortion is that they both make the generous as- 
sumption that the fetus is a person. Once that assumption is dropped, liberals might 
claim, arguments for abortion on demand can be constructed which are perfectly consis- 
tent with the welfare rights of distant peoples. Although this line of argument initially 
seems quite promising, on closer examination it turns out that even accepting arguments 
for abortion on demand that do not assume that the fetus is a person raises a problem of 
consistency for the liberal. This is most clearly brought out in connection with the lib- 
eral’s support for the welfare rights of future generations. 


THE WELFARE RIGHTS OF 
FUTURE GENERATIONS 


At first glance the welfare rights of future generations appear to be on a par with the 
welfare rights of distant peoples. For, assuming that there will be future generations, 
then, they, like generations presently existing, will have their basic needs that must be 
satisfied. And, just as we are now able to take action to provide for the basic needs of 
distant peoples, so likewise we are now able to take action to provide for the basic needs 
of future generations (e.g., through capital investment and the conservation of resources). 
Consequently, it would seem that there are just as good grounds for providing for the 
basic needs of future generations as there are for providing for the basic needs of distant 
peoples. 

But there is a problem. How can we claim that future generations ow have rights that 
provision be made for their basic needs when they don’t presently exist? How is it possi- 
ble for persons who don’t yet exist to have rights against those who do? For example, sup- 
pose we continue to use up the earth’s resources at present or even greater rates, and, as 
a result, it turns out that the most pessimistic forecasts for the twenty-second century 
are realized.'' This means that future generations will face widespread famine, depleted 
resources, insufficient new technology to handle the crisis, and a drastic decline in the 
quality of life for nearly everyone. If this were to happen, could persons living in the 
twenty-second century legitimately claim that we in the twentieth century violated their 
rights by not restraining our consumption of the world’s resources? Surely it would be odd 
to say that we violated their rights over a hundred years before they existed. But what ex- 
actly is the oddness? 

Is it that future generations generally have no way of claiming their rights against ex- 
isting generations? Although this does make the recognition and enforcement of rights 
much more difficult (future generations would need strong advocates in the existing gen- 
erations), it does not make it impossible for there to be such rights. After all, it is quite 
obvious that the recognition and enforcement of the rights of distant peoples is a difficult 
task as well. 

Or is it that we don’t believe that rights can legitimately exercise their influence over 
long durations of time? But, if we can foresee and control the effects our actions will have 
on the ability of future generations to satisfy their basic needs, then why should we not be 
responsible for those same effects? And if we are responsible for them, then why should 
not future generations have a right that we take them into account? 
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Perhaps what really bothers us is that future generations don’t exist when their rights 
are said to demand action. But how else could persons have a right to benefit from the ef- 
fects our actions will have in the distant future if they did not exist just when those ef- 
fects would be felt? Those who exist contemporaneously with us could not legitimately 
make the same demand upon us, for they will not be around to experience those effects. 
Only future generations could have a right that the effects our actions will have in the dis- 
tant future contribute to satisfying their basic needs. Nor need we assume that, in order 
for persons to have rights, they must exist when their rights demand action. Thus, to say 
that future generations have rights against existing generations we can simply mean that 
there are enforceable requirements upon existing generations that would benefit or pre- 
vent harm to future generations. Using this interpretation of the rights of future genera- 
tions, it is possible to justify welfare rights for future generations by appealing either to a 
right to life or a right to fair treatment, but here again, as in the case of the welfare rights 
of distant peoples, I shall simply assume that such justifications can be worked out." 

The welfare rights of future generations are also closely connected with the population 
policy of existing generations. For example, under a population policy that places restric- 
tions on the size of families and requires genetic screening, some persons will not be 
brought into existence who otherwise would come into existence under a less restrictive 
population policy. Thus, the membership of future generations will surely be affected by 
whatever population policy existing generations adopt. Given that the size and genetic 
health of future generations will obviously affect their ability to provide for their basic 
needs, the welfare rights of future generations would require existing generations to adopt 
a population policy that takes these factors into account. 

But what population policy should existing generations adopt? There are two policies 
that many philosophers have found attractive.’ Each policy represents a version of utili- 
tarianism, and each has its own difficulties. One policy requires population to increase or 
decrease so as to produce the largest total net utility possible. The other policy requires 
population to increase or decrease so as to produce the highest average net utility possi- 
ble. The main difficulty with the policy of total unity is that it would justify any increase 
in population—even if, as a result, the lives of most people were not very happy—so long 
as some increase in total utility were produced. On the other hand, the main difficulty 
with the policy of average utility is that it would not allow persons to be brought into ex- 
istence—even if they would be quite happy—unless the utility of their lives were equal 
or greater than the average. Clearly what is needed is a policy that avoids both these dif- 
ficulties. 

Peter Singer has recently proposed a population policy designed to do just that—a 
policy designed to restrict the increase of population more than the policy of total utility 
but less than the policy of average utility." Singer's policy justifies increasing a population 
of M members to a population of M + N members only if M of the M + N members would 
have at least as much utility as the population of M members had initially. 

At first it might seem that Singer's population policy provides the desired compromise. 
For this policy does not seem to justify every increase in population that increases total net 
utility but rather justifies only those increases which do not provide less utility to mem- 
bers equal in number to the original population. Nor does his policy require increases in 
population to meet or surpass the average utility of the original population. But the suc- 
cess of Singer’s compromise is only apparent. As Derek Parfit has shown,” Singer’s policy 
shares with the policy of total utility the same tendency to increase population in the face 
of continually declining average utility. 

For consider a population with just two members: Abe and Edna. Imagine that Abe 
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and Edna were deliberating whether to have a child and they calculated that, if they 
had a child, (1) the utility of the child’s life would be somewhat lower than the average 
utility of their own lives, and (2) the child would have no net effect on the total utility 
of their own lives taken together. Applied to these circumstances, Singer’s population 
policy would clearly justify bringing the child into existence. But suppose further that, 
after the birth of Clyde, their first child, Abe and Edna were deliberating whether to 
have a second child and they calcualted that, if they had a second child, (1) the utility 
of the child’s life would be somewhat lower than the utility of Clyde’s life, and (2) the 
child would have no net effect on the total utility of their own lives and Clyde’s taken 
together. Given these circumstances, Singer’s policy would again justify bringing this 
second child into existence. And, if analogous circumstances obtained on each of the next 
ten occasions that Abe and Edna consider the question of whether to bring additional 
children into existence, Singer’s population policy would continue to justify adding new 
children irrespective of the general decline in average utility resulting from each new ad- 
dition to Abe and Edna’s family. Thus Singer’s policy has the same undesirable result 
as the policy of total utility. It avoids the severe restriction on population increase of 
the policy of average utility but fails to restrict existing generations from bringing into 
existence persons who would not be able to enjoy even a certain minimum level of 
well-being. 

Fortunately, a policy with the desired restrictions can be grounded on the welfare 
rights of future generations. Given that the welfare rights of future generations require 
existing generations to make provision for the basic needs of future generations, exist- 
ing generations would have to evaluate their ability to provide both for their own basic 
needs and for the basic needs of future generations. Since existing generations by bring- 
ing persons into existence would be determining the membership of future generations, 
they would have to evaluate whether they are able to provide for that membership. And 
if existing generations discover that, were population to increase beyond a certain point, 
they would lack sufficient resources to make the necessary provision for each person’s 
basic needs, then it would be incumbent upon them to restrict the membership of fu- 
ture generations so as not to exceed their ability to provide for each person’s basic needs. 
Thus, if the rights of future generations are respected, the membership of future gen- 
erations would never increase beyond the ability of existing generations to make the 
necessary provision for the basic needs of future generations. Consequently, not only can 
the welfare rights of future generations be justified on the basis of each person’s right 
to life and each person’s right to fair treatment, they also can be used to justify a pop- 
ulation policy that provides the desired compromise between the policies of average and 
total utility. 


FUTURE GENERATIONS AND ABORTION 


Now the population policy that the welfare rights of future generations justify suggest an 
argument for abortion that liberals would be inclined to accept. The argument assumes 
that the fetus is not a person and then attempts to show that aborting the fetus is either 
justified or required if the fecus will develop into a person who lacks a reasonable oppor- 
tunity to lead a good life. Most versions of the argument even go so far as to maintain that 
the person who would otherwise be brought into existence in these unfavorable circum- 
stances has in fact a right not to be born, i.e., a right to be aborted. Joel Feinberg puts the 
argument as follows: 


ABORTION, DISTANT PEOPLES, AND FUTURE GENERATIONS 773 


. if, before the child has been born, we know that the conditions for the fulfillment of 
his most basic interests have already been destroyed, and we permit him nevertheless to be 
born, we become a party to the violation of his rights. 


In such circumstances, therefore, a proxy for the fetus might plausibly claim on its behalf, a 
right not to be born. That right is based on his future rather than his present interests (he has 
no actual present interests); but of course it is not contingent on his birth because he has it 
before birth, from the very moment that satisfaction of his most basic future interests is ren- 
dered impossible (“Is There a Right to Be Born? 354). 


The argument is obviously analogous to arguments for euthanasia. For, as in arguments 
for euthanasia, it is the nonfulfillment of a person's basic interests which is said to provide 
the legitimate basis for the person’s right to have his life terminated. 

However, in order for this argument to function as part of a defense for abortion on de- 
mand, it is necessary to show that no similar justification can be given for a right to be 
born. And it is here that the assumption that the fetus is not a person becomes important. 
For if the fetus were a person and if, moreover, this fetus-person had a reasonable oppor- 
tunity to lead a good life, then, it could be argued, this fetus-person would have a right 
to be born. Thus, proceeding from the assumption that the fetus is not a person, various 
arguments have been offered to show that a similar justification cannot be given for a right 
to be born.’° 

One such argument bases the asymmetry on a failure of reference in the case of the fetus 
that would develop into a person with a reasonable opportunity for a good life. The argu- 
ment can be summarized as follows: 


If I bring into existence a person who lacks a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life, there 
will be a person who can reproach me that I did not prevent his leading an unfortunate ex- 
istence. But if I do not bring into existence a person who would have a reasonable opportu- 
nity to lead a good life, there will be no person who can reproach me for preventing his lead- 
ing a fortunate existence. Hence, only the person who lacks a reasonable opportunity to lead 
a good life can claim a right not to be born. 


But notice that, if I do not bring into existence a person who would lack a reasonable op- 
portunity to lead a good life, there will be no person who can thank me for preventing his 
leading an unfortunate existence. And, if I do bring into existence a person who had a rea- 
sonable opportunity to lead a good life, there will be a person who can thank me for not 
preventing his leading a fortunate existence. Thus, whatever failure of reference there is, 
it occurs in both cases, and therefore, cannot be the basis for any asymmetry between 
them.” 

A second argument designed to establish the asymmetry between the two cases begins 
with the assumption that a person’s life cannot be compared with his nonexistence unless 
the person already exists. This means that, if one allows a fetus to develop into a person 
who has a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life, one does not make that person bet- 
ter off than if he never existed. And it also means that if one allows a fetus to develop into 
a person who lacks a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life one does not make that 
person worse off than if he never existed. But what then justifies a right not to be born in 
the latter case? According to the argument, it is simply the fact that unless the fetus is 
aborted a person will come into existence who lacks a reasonable opportunity to lead a 
good life. But if this fact justifies a right not to be born, why, in the former case, would 
not the fact that unless the fetus is aborted a person will come into existence who has a 
reasonable opportunity to lead a good life suffice to justify a right to be born? Clearly, no 
reason has been given to distinguish the cases. 
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Furthermore, consider the grounds for aborting a fetus that would develop into a per- 
son who lacks a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life. It is not simply that the per- 
son is sure to experience some unhappiness in his life because in every person’s life there 
is some unhappiness. Rather it is because the amount of expected unhappiness in this per- 
son’s life would render his life not worth living. This implies that the justification for 
aborting in this case is based on a comparison of the value of the person’s life with the 
value of his nonexistence. For how else can we say that the fact that a fetus would develop 
into a person who lacks a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life justifies our prevent- 
ing the person’s very existence? Consequently, this argument depends upon a denial of the 
very assumption with which it began, namely that the person’s life cannot be compared 
with his nonexistence unless that person already exists. 

Nevertheless, it might still be argued that an analogous justification cannot be given 
for a right to be born on the grounds that there is a difference in strength between one’s 
duty to prevent a fetus from developing into a person who lacks a reasonable opportu- 
nity to lead a good life and one’s duty not to prevent a fetus from developing into a per- 
son who has a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life. For example, it might be ar- 
gued that the former duty is a relatively strong duty to prevent harm, whereas the latter 
duty is a relatively weak duty to promote well-being, and that only the relatively strong 
duty justifies a correlative right—in this case, a right not to be born. But, even grant- 
ing that our duty to prevent harm is stronger than our duty to promote well-being, in 
the case at issue we are dealing not just with a duty to promote well-being but with a 
duty to promote basic well-being. And, as liberals who are committed to the welfare 
rights of future generations would be the first to admit, our duty to prevent basic harm 
and our duty to promote basic well-being are not that distinct from a moral point of 
view. From which it follows that, if our duty to prevent basic harm justifies a right not 
to be born in the one case, then our duty to promote basic well-being would justify a 
right to be born in the other. 

Nor will it do to reject the notion of a right to be born on the grounds that if the fetus 
is not a person then the bearer of such a right, especially when we violate that right by 
performing an abortion, would seem to be a potential or possible person. For the same 
would hold true of the right not to be born which is endorsed by liberals such as Feinberg 
and Narveson: the bearer of such a right, especially when we respect that right by per- 
forming an abortion, would also seem to be a potential or possible person. In fact, however, 
neither notion necessarily entails any metaphysical commitment to possible persons who 
“are” whether they exist or not. For to say that a person into whom a particular fetus would 
develop has a right not to be born is to say that there is an enforceable requirement upon 
certain persons the violation of which would fundamentally harm the person who would 
thereby come into existence. Similarly, to say that a person into whom a particular fetus 
would develop has a right to be born is to say that there is an enforceable requirement 
upon certain persons the respecting of which would fundamentally benefit the person who 
would thereby come into existence. So understood, neither the notion of a right to be born 
nor that of a right not to be born entails any metaphysical commitment to possible per- 
sons as bearers of rights. 

Of course, recognizing a right to be born may require considerable personal sacrifice, 
and some people may want to reject any morality that requires such sacrifice. This option, 
however, is not open to liberals who are committed to the welfare rights of future genera- 
tions. For such liberals are already committed to making whatever personal sacrifice is nec- 
essary to provide for the basic needs of future generations. Consequently, liberals com- 
mitted to the welfare rights of future generations cannot consistently reject a prohibition 
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of abortion in cases involving a right to be born simply on the grounds that it would re- 
quire considerable personal sacrifice. 

But there is an even more basic inconsistency in being committed both to the welfare 
rights of future generations and to abortion on demand. For, as we have seen, commitment 
to the welfare rights of future generations requires the acceptance of a population policy 
according to which existing generations must ensure that the membership of future gen- 
erations does not exceed the ability of existing generations to provide for the basic needs 
of future generations. Thus for liberals who assume that the fetus is not a person, this 
population policy would have the same implications as the argument we considered which 
justifies abortion in certain cases on the basis of a person’s right not to be born. For if ex- 
isting generations violate this population policy by bringing into existence persons whose 
basic needs they cannot fulfill, they would also thereby be violating the right not to be 
born of those same persons, since such persons would not have a reasonable opportunity 
to lead a good life. But, as we have also seen, accepting this argument which justifies abor- 
tion in certain cases on the basis of a person’s right not to be born commits one to ac- 
cepting also a parallel argument for prohibiting abortion in certain other cases on the basis 
of a person’s right to be born. Consequently, commitment to the population policy de- 
manded by the welfare rights of future generations will likewise commit liberals to ac- 
cepting this parallel argument for prohibiting abortion in certain cases. Therefore, even 
assuming that the fetus is not a person, liberals cannot consistently uphold the welfare 
rights of future generations while endorsing abortion on demand. 

There remains the further question of whether liberals who are committed to the wel- 
fare rights of distant peoples and future generations can make a moral distinction between 
contraception and abortion—assuming, that is, that the fetus is not a person. In support 
of such a distinction, it might be argued that, in cases where abortion is at issue, we can 
roughly identify the particular person into whom a fetus would develop and ask whether 
that person would be fundamentally benefited or fundamentally harmed by being brought 
into existence, whereas we cannot do anything comparable in cases where contraception is 
at issue. Yet, though this difference does exist, it does not suffice for morally distinguish- 
ing abortion from contraception. For notice that if persons do not practice contraception 
when conditions are known to be suitable for bringing persons into existence who would 
have a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life, then there will normally come into ex- 
istence persons who have thereby benefited. Similarly, if persons do not practice contra- 
ception when conditions are known to be unsuitable for bringing persons into existence 
who would have a reasonable opportunity to lead a good life (e.g., when persons who 
would be brought into existence would very likely have seriously debilitating and ulti- 
mately fatal genetic defects), then there will normally come into existence persons who 
have thereby been harmed. On grounds such as these, therefore, we could certainly defend 
a “right not to be conceived” and a “right to be conceived” which are analogous to our pre- 
viously defended “right not to be born” and “right to be born.” Hence, it would follow 
that liberals who are committed to the welfare rights of distant peoples and future gen- 
erations can no more consistently support “contraception on demand” than they can con- 
sistently support abortion on demand. 

Needless to say, considerably more sacrifice would normally be required of existing gen- 
erations in order to fulfill a person’s right to be born or right to be conceived than would 
be required to fulfill a person’s right not to be born or right not to be conceived. For ex- 
ample, fulfilling a person’s right to be born may ultimately require caring for the needs of 
a child for many years whereas fulfilling a person's right not to be born may require only 
an early abortion. Therefore, because of the greater sacrifice that would normally be re- 
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quired to fulfill a person’s right to be born, that right might often be overridden in par- 
ticular circumstances by the rights of existing persons to have their own basic needs sat- 
isfied. The existing persons whose welfare would have priority over a person’s right to be 
born are not only those who would be directly involved in bringing the person into exis- 
tence but also those distant persons whose welfare rights would otherwise be neglected if 
goods and resources were diverted to bringing additional persons into existence. This 
would, of course, place severe restrictions on any population increase in technologically de- 
veloped nations so long as persons in technologically underdeveloped nations still fail to 
have their basic needs satisfied. But for persons committed to the welfare rights of distant 
peoples as well as to the welfare rights of future generations, no other policy would be ac- 
ceptable. 

Obviously these results cannot but be embarrassing for many liberals. For what has 
been shown is that, with or without the assumption that the fetus is a person, liberals who 
are committed to the welfare rights of distant peoples and future generations cannot con- 
sistently endorse abortion on demand. Thus, assuming that the welfare rights of distant 
peoples and future generations can be firmly grounded on a right to life and a right to fair 
treatment, the only morally acceptable way for liberals to avoid this inconsistency is to 
moderate their support for abortion on demand. 


ADDENDUM (1996) 


In “Abortion, Distant Peoples, and Future Generations,” I argued that liberals who are 
committed to the rights of distant people and future generations need in consistency to 
moderate their support for abortion. Near the end of that article, however, I contended 
that there should be severe restrictions on any population increase at least until it is pos- 
sible to guarantee that all existing persons have their basic needs satisfied. As a conse- 
quence, abortion and contraception would be morally justified as temporary measures to 
ensure that the basic needs of distant peoples and (I would now add) future generations 
can be met. 

In addition, a right to be born or a right to be conceived requires that the burden of 
respecting those rights be fairly distributed over those who are capable of shouldering the 
burden. For only then would it be blameworthy to refuse to undertake the burden of 
bringing additional people into existence who would have a reasonable opportunity to lead 
a good life. 

Moreover, it is important to notice that our obligations with respect to abortion and 
contraception are different in this respect from our obligations with respect to the welfare 
of distant peoples and future generations. For the latter obligations are not dependent on 
other people’s shouldering their fair burden as are our obligations with respect to abortion 
and contraception. The reason for this is that the failure of others (frequently men) to 
shoulder their fair burden with respect to abortion and contraception tends to place an un- 
usually heavy burden on those who would attempt to do what is required of them (fre- 
quently women), whereas the failure of others to shoulder their fair burden with respect 
to the welfare of distant peoples and future generations does not similarly increase the bur- 
den on those who would attempt to do what is required of them. For the reason, people 
(frequently women) can be released of their obligations with respect to abortion and con- 
traception when others (frequently men) fail to shoulder their fair burden in this regard. 
What this means is that while a right to be born and a right to be conceived are theoreti- 
cally morally justified, these rights would have their full practical moral force only in a 
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nonsexist, low-population society—obviously, not the society in which we currently live 
and work. Of course, things could change, and one hopes they will; these theoretically 
morally justified rights would then have their full practical moral force. 
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* 43. JAMES RACHELS 


James Rachels is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. He criti- 
cizes the view that there is a moral difference between active and passive euthanasia. 


Active and Passive Euthanasia 


The distinction between active and passive euthanasia is thought to be crucial for medical 
ethics. The idea is that it is permissible, at least in some cases, to withhold treatment and 
allow a patient to die, but it is never permissible to take any direct action designed to kill 
the patient. This doctrine seems to be accepted by most doctors, and it is endorsed in a 
statement adopted by the House of Delegates of the American Medical Association on 
December 4, 1973: 


The intentional termination of the life of one human being by another—mercy killing— 
is contrary to that for which the medical profession stands and is contrary to the policy of the 
American Medical Association. 

The cessation of the employment of extraordinary means to prolong the life of the body 
when there is irrefutable evidence that biological death is imminent is the decision of the pa- 
tient and/or his immediate family. The advice and judgment of the physician should be freely 
available to the patient and/or his immediate family. 


However, a strong case can be made against this doctrine. In what follows I will set out 
some of the relevant arguments, and urge doctors to reconsider their views on this matter. 

To begin with a familiar type of situation, a patient who is dying of incurable cancer 
of the throat is in terrible pain, which can no longer be satisfactorily alleviated. He is cer- 
tain to die within a few days, even if present treatment is continued, but he does not want 
to go on living for those days since the pain is unbearable. So he asks the doctor for an end 
to it, and his family joins in the request. 
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Suppose the doctor agrees to withhold treatment, as the conventional doctrine says he 
may. The justification for his doing so is that the patient is in terrible agony, and since he 
is going to die anyway, it would be wrong to prolong his suffering needlessly. But now 
notice this. If one simply withholds treatment, it may take the patient longer to die, and 
so he may suffer more than he would if more direct action were taken and a lethal injec- 
tion given. This fact provides strong reason for thinking that, once the initial decision not 
to prolong his agony has been made, active euthanasia is actually preferable to passive eu- 
thanasia, rather than the reverse. To say otherwise is to endorse the option that leads to 
more suffering rather than less, and is contrary to the humanitarian impulse that prompts 
the decision not to prolong his life in the first place. 

Part of my point is that the process of being “allowed to die” can be relatively slow and 
painful, whereas being given a lethal injection is relatively quick and painless. Let me give 
a different sort of example. In the United States about one in 600 babies is born with 
Down's syndrome. Most of these babies are otherwise healthy—that is, with only the usual 
pediatric care, they will proceed to an otherwise normal infancy. Some, however, are born 
with congenital defects such as intestinal obstructions that require operations if they are 
to live. Sometimes, the parents and the doctor will decide not to operate, and let the in- 
fant die. Anthony Shaw describes what happens then: 


. When surgery is denied [the doctor} must try to keep the infant from suffering 
while natural forces sap the baby’s life away. As a surgeon whose natural inclination is to use 
the scalpel to fight off death, standing by and watching a salvageable baby die is the most 
emotionally exhausting experience I know. It is easy at a conference, in a theoretical discus- 
sion, to decide that such infants should be allowed to die. It is altogether different to stand 
by in the nursery and watch as dehydration and infection wither a tiny being over hours and 
days. This is a terrible ordeal for me and the hospital staff—much more so than for the par- 
ents who never set foot in the nursery.’ 


I can understand why some people are opposed to all euthanasia, and insist that such in- 
fants must be allowed to live. I think I can also understand why other people favor de- 
stroying these babies quickly and painlessly. But why should anyone favor letting “dehy- 
dration and infection wither a tiny being over hours and days?” The doctrine that says that 
a baby may be allowed to dehydrate and wither, but may not be given an injection that 
would end its life without suffering, seems so patently cruel as to require no further refu- 
tation. The strong language is not intended to offend, but only to put the point in the 
clearest possible way. 

My second argument is that the conventionai doctrine leads to decisions concerning life 
and death made on irrelevant grounds. 

Consider again the case of the infants with Down's syndrome who need operations for 
congenital defects unrelated to the syndrome to live. Sometimes, there is no operation, and 
the baby dies, but when there is no such defect, the baby lives on. Now, an operation such 
as that to remove an intestinal obstruction is not prohibitively difficult. The reason why 
such operations are not performed in these cases is, clearly, that the child has Down’s syn- 
drome and the parents and doctor judge that because of that fact it is better for the child 
to die. 

But notice that this situation is absurd, no matter what view one takes of the lives and 
potentials of such babies. If the life of such an infant is worth preserving, what does it mat- 
ter if ic needs a simple operation? Or, if one thinks it better chat such a baby should not 
live on, what difference does it make that it happens to have an unobstructed intestinal 
tract? In either case, the matter of life and death is being decided on irrelevant grounds. 
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It is the Down's syndrome, and not the intestines, that is the issue. The matter should be 
decided, if at all, on that basis, and not be allowed to depend on the essentially irrelevant 
question of whether the intestinal tract is blocked. 

What makes this situation possible, of course, is the idea that when there is an intesti- 
nal blockage, one can “let the baby die,” but when there is no such defect there is noth- 
ing that can be done, for one must not “kill” it. The fact that this idea leads to such re- 
sults as deciding lite or death on irrelevant grounds is another good reason why the 
doctrine should be rejected. 

One reason why so many people think that there is an important moral difference be- 
tween active and passive euthanasia is that they think killing someone is morally worse 
than letting someone die. But is it? Is killing, in itself, worse than letting die? To inves- 
tigate this issue, two cases may be considered that are exactly alike except that one 
involves killing whereas the other involves letting someone die. Then, it can be asked 
whether this difference makes any difference to the moral assessments. It is important that 
the cases be exactly alike, except for this one difference, since otherwise one cannot be con- 
fident that it is this difference and not some other that accounts for any variation in the 
assessments of the two cases. So, let us consider this pair of cases: 

In the first, Smith stands to gain a large inheritance if anything should happen to his six- 
year-old cousin. One evening while the child is taking his bath, Smith sneaks into the bath- 
room and drowns the child, and then arranges things so that it will look like an accident. 

In the second. Jones also stands to gain if anything should happen to his six-year-old 
cousin. Like Smith, Jones sneaks in planning to drown the child in his bath. However, just 
as he enters the bathroom Jones sees the child slip and hit his head, and fall face down in 
the water. Jones is delighted; he stands by, ready to push the child's head back under if it 
is necessary, but it is not necessary. With only a little thrashing about, the child drowns 
all by himself, “accidentally,” as Jones watches and does nothing. 

Now Smith killed the child, whereas Jones “merely” let the child die. That is the only 
difference between them. Did either man behave better, from a moral point of view? If the 
difference between killing and letting die were in itself a morally important matter, one 
should say that Jones's behavior was less reprehensible than Smith's. But does one really 
want to say that? I think not. In the first place, both men acted from the same motive, 
personal gain, and both had exactly the same end in view when they acted. It may be in- 
ferred from Smith’s conduct that he is a bad man, although that judgment may be with- 
drawn or modified if certain further facts are learned about him—for example, that he is 
mentally deranged. But would not the very same thing be inferred about Jones from his 
conduct? And would not the same further considerations also be relevant to any modif- 
cation of this judgment? Moreover, suppose Jones pleaded, in his own defense, “After all, 
I didn’t do anything except just stand there and watch the child drown. I didn’t kill him; 
I only let him die.” Again, if letting die were in itself less bad than killing, this defense 
should have at least some weight. But it does not. Such a “defense” can only be regarded 
as a grotesque perversion of moral reasoning. Morally speaking, it is no defense at all. 

Now, it may be pointed out, quite properly, that the cases of euthanasia with which 
doctors are concerned are not like this at all. They do not involve personal gain or the de- 
struction of normal healthy children. Doctors are concerned only with cases in which the 
patient's life is of no further use to him, or in which the patient's life has become or will 
soon become a terrible burden. However, the point is the same in these cases: the bare dif- 
ference between killing and letting die does not, in itself, make a moral difference. If a 
doctor lets a patient die, for humane reasons, he is in the same moral position as if he had 
given the patient a lethal injection for humane reasons. If his decision was wrong—if, for 
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example, the patient’s illness was in fact curable—the decision would be equally regret- 
table no matter which method was used to carry it out. And if the doctor's decision was 
the right one, the method used is not in itself important. 

The AMA policy statement isolates the crucial issue very well; the crucial issue is “the 
intentional termination of the life of one human being by another.” But after identifying 
this issue, and forbidding “mercy killing,” the statement goes on to deny that the cessa- 
tion of treatment is the intentional termination of a life. This is where the mistake comes 
in, for what is the cessation of treatment, in these circumstances, if it is not “the inten- 
tional termination of the life of one human being by another?” Of course it is exactly thar, 
and if it were not, there would be no point to it. 

Many people will find this judgment hard to accept. One reason, I think, is that it is 
very easy to conflate the question of whether killing is, in itself, worse than letting die, 
with the very different question of whether most actual cases of killing are more reprehen- 
sible than most actual cases of letting die. Most actual cases of killing are clearly terrible 
(think, for example, of all the murders reported in the newspapers), and one hears of such 
cases every day. On the other hand, one hardly ever hears of a case of letting die, except for 
the actions of doctors who are motivated by humanitarian reasons. So one learns to think 
of killing in a much worse light than of letting die. But this does not mean that there is 
something about killing that makes it in itself worse than letting die, for it is not the bare 
difference between killing and letting die that makes the difference in these cases. Rather, 
the other factors—the murderer's motive of personal gain, for example, contrasted with the 
doctor's humanitarian motivation—account for different reactions to the different cases. 

I have argued that killing is not in itself any worse than letting die; if my contention 
is right, it follows that active euthanasia is not any worse than passive euthanasia. What 
arguments can be given on the other side? The most common, I believe, is the following: 

“The important difference between active and passive euthanasia is that, in passive eu- 
thanasia, the doctor does not do anything to bring about the patient’s death. The doctor 
does nothing, and the patient dies of whatever ills already afflict him. In active euthana- 
sia, however, the doctor does something to bring about the patient's death: he kills him. 
The doctor who gives the patient with cancer a lethal injection has himself caused his pa- 
tient’s death; whereas if he merely ceases treatment, the cancer is the cause of the death.” 

A number of points need to be made here. The first is that it is not exactly correct to 
say that in passive euthanasia the doctor does nothing, for he does do one thing that is very 
important: he lets the patient die. “Letting someone die” is certainly different, in some re- 
spects, from other types of action—mainly in that it is a kind of action that one may per- 
form by way of not performing certain other actions. For example, one may let a patient 
die by way of not giving medication, just as one may insult someone by way of not shak- 
ing his hand. But for any purpose of moral assessment, it is a type of action nonetheless. 
The decision to let a patient die is subject to moral appraisal in the same way that a deci- 
sion to kill him would be subject to moral appraisal: it may be assessed as wise or unwise, 
compassionate or sadistic, right or wrong. If a doctor deliberately let a patient die who was 
suffering from a routinely curable illness, the doctor would certainly be to blame for what 
he had done, just as he would be to blame if he had needlessly killed the patient. Charges 
against him would then be appropriate. If so, it would be no defense at all for him to in- 
sist that he didn’t “do anything.” He would have done something very serious indeed, for 
he let his patient die. 

Fixing the cause of death may be very important from a legal point of view, for it may 
determine whether criminal charges are brought against the doctor. But I do not think 
that this notion can be used to show a moral difference between active and passive eu- 
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thanasia. The reason why it is considered bad to be the cause of someone’s death is that 
death is regarded as a great evil—and so it is. However, if it has been decided that eu- 
thanasia—even passive euthanasia—is desirable in a given case, it has also been decided 
that in this instance death is no greater an evil than the patient’s continued existence. And 
if this is true, the usual reason for not wanting to be the cause of someone’s death simply 
does not apply. 

Finally, doctors may think that all of this is only of academic interest—the sort of 
thing that philosophers may worry about but that has no practical bearing on their own 
work. After all, doctors must be concerned about the legal consequences of what they 
do, and active euthanasia is clearly forbidden by the law. But even so, doctors should also 
be concerned with the fact that the law is forcing upon them a moral doctrine that may 
well be indefensible, and has a considerable effect on their practices. Of course, most doc- 
tors are not now in the position of being coerced in this matter, for they do not regard 
themselves as merely going along with what the law requires. Rather, in statements such 
as the AMA policy statement that I have quoted, they are endorsing this doctrine as a 
central point of medical ethics. In that statement, active euthanasia is condemned not 
merely as illegal but as “contrary to that for which the medical profession stands,” 
whereas passive euthanasia is approved. However, the preceding considerations suggest 
that there is really no moral difference between the two, considered in themselves (there 
may be important moral differences in some cases in their consequences, but, as I pointed 
out, these differences may make active euthanasia, and not passive euthanasia, the 
morally preferable option). So, whereas doctors may have to discriminate between active 
and passive euthanasia to satisfy the law, they should not do any more than that. In par- 
ticular, they should not give the distinction any added authority and weight by writing 
it into official statements of medical ethics. 


Note 


1. Shaw, A: ‘Doctor, Do We Have a Choice?’ The New York Times Magazine, January 30, 1972, 
p. 54. 
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tive and passive euthanasia, she argues that nonvoluntary active euthanasia is never morally 
permissible, though the other three forms (nonvoluntary passive euthanasia, voluntary active 
euthanasia, and voluntary passive euthanasia) sometimes are. 


EUTHANASIA 783 


Euthanasia 


The widely used Shorter Oxford English Dictionary gives three meanings for the word “eu- 
thanasia”: the first, “a quiet and easy death”; the second, “the means of procuring this”; 
and the third, “the action of inducing a quiet and easy death.” It is a curious fact that no 
one of the three gives an adequate definition of the word as it is usually understood. For 
“euthanasia” means much more than a quiet and easy death, or the means of procuring it, 
or the action of inducing it. The definition specifies only the manner of the death, and if 
this were all that was implied a murderer, careful to drug his victim, could claim that his 
act was an act of euthanasia. We find this ridiculous because we take it for granted that in 
euthanasia it is death itself, not just the manner of death, that must be kind to the one 
who dies. 

To see how important it is that “euthanasia” should not be used as the dictionary defini- 
tion allows it to be used, merely to signify that a death was quiet and easy, one has only 
to remember that Hitler’s “euthanasia” program traded on this ambiguity. Under this pro- 
gram, planned before the War but brought into full operation by a decree of 1 September 
1939, some 275,000 people were gassed in centers which were to be a model for those in 
which Jews were later exterminated. Anyone in a state institution could be sent to the gas 
chambers if it was considered that he could not be “rehabilitated” for useful work. As Dr. 
Leo Alexander reports, relying on the testimony of a neuropathologist who received 500 
brains from one of the killing centers. 


In Germany the exterminations included the mentally defective, psychotics (particularly 
schizophrenics), epileptics and patients suffering from infirmities of old age and from vari- 
ous organic neurological disorders such as infantile paralysis, Parkinsonism, multiple sclero- 
sis and brain tumors. . . . In truth, all those unable to work and considered nonrehabil- 
itable were killed.' 


These people were killed because they were “useless” and “a burden on society’; only the 
manner of their deaths could be thought of as relatively easy and quiet. 

Let us insist, then, that when we talk about euthanasia we are talking about a death 
understood as a good or happy event for the one who dies. This stipulation follows ety- 
mology, but is itself not exactly in line with current usage, which would be captured by 
the condition that the death should vot be an evil rather than that it should be a good. That 
this is how people talk is shown by the fact that the case of Karen Ann Quinlan and 
others in a state of permanent coma is often discussed under the heading of “euthanasia.” 
Perhaps it is not too late to object to the use of the word “euthanasia” in this sense. Apart 
from the break with the Greek origins of the word there are other unfortunate aspects of 
this extension of the term. For if we say that the death must be supposed to be a good to 
the subject we can also specify that it shall be for his sake that an act of euthanasia is per- 
formed. If we say merely that death shall not be an evil to him, we cannot stipulate that 
benefiting him shall be the motive where euthanasia is in question. Given the importance 
of the question, For whose sake are we acting? it is good to have a definition of euthana- 
sia which brings under this heading only cases of opting for death for the sake of the one 
who dies. Perhaps what is most important is to say either that euthanasia is to be for the 
good of the subject or at least that death is to be no evil to him, thus refusing to talk 
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Hitler’s language. However, in this paper it is the first condition that will be understood, 
with the additional proviso that by an act of euthanasia we mean one of inducing or oth- 
erwise opting for death for the sake of the one who is to die. 

A few lesser points need to be cleared up. In the first place it must be said that the word 
“act” is not to be taken to exclude omission: we shall speak of an act of euthanasia when 
someone is deliberately allowed to die, for his own good, and not only when positive mea- 
sures are taken to see that he does. The very general idea we want is that of a choice of ac- 
tion or inaction directed at another man’s death and causally effective in the sense that, in 
conjunction with actual circumstances, it is a sufficient condition of death. Of complica- 
tions such as overdetermination, it will not be necessary to speak. 

A second, and definitely minor, point about the definition of an act of euthanasia con- 
cerns the question of fact versus belief. It has already been implied that one who performs 
an act of euthanasia thinks that death will be merciful for the subject since we have said 
that it is on account of this thought that the act is done. But is it enough that he acts with 
this thought, or must things actually be as he thinks them to be? If one man kills another, 
or allows him to die, thinking that he is in the last stages of a terrible disease, though in 
fact he could have been cured, is this an act of euthanasia or not? Nothing much seems to 
hang on our decision about this. The same condition has got to enter into the definition 
whether as an element in reality or only as an element in the agent’s belief. And however 
we define an act of euthanasia culpability or justifiability will be the same: if a man acts 
through ignorance his ignorance may be culpable or it may not.’ 

These are relatively easy problems to solve, but one that is dauntingly difficult has been 
passed over in this discussion of the definition, and must now be faced. It is easy to say, as 
if this raised no problems, that an act of euthanasia is by definition one aiming at the good 
of the one whose death is in question, and that it is for Ais sake that his death is desired. 
But how is this to be explained? Presumably we are thinking of some evil already with 
him or to come on him if he continues to live, and death is thought of as a release from 
this evil. But this cannot be enough. Most people’s lives contain evils such as grief or pain, 
but we do not therefore think that death would be a blessing to them. On the contrary 
life is generally supposed to be a good even for someone who is unusually unhappy or frus- 
trated. How is it that one can ever wish for death for the sake of the one who is to die? 
This difficult question is central to the discussion of euthanasia, and we shall literally not 
know what we are talking about if we ask whether acts of euthanasia defined as we have 
defined them are ever morally permissible without first understanding better the reason 
for saying that life is a good, and the possibility that it is not always so. 

If a man should save my life he would be my benefactor. In normal circumstances this 
is plainly true; but does one always benefit another in saving his life? It seems certain that 
he does not. Suppose, for instance, that a man were being tortured to death and was given 
a drug that lengthened his sufferings; this would not be a benefit but the reverse. Or sup- 
pose that in a ghetto in Nazi Germany a doctor saved the life of someone threatened by 
disease, but that the man once cured was transported to an extermination camp; the doc- 
tor might wish for the sake of the patient that he had died of the disease. Nor would a 
longer stretch of life always be a benefit to the person who was given it. Comparing Hitler's 
camps with those of Stalin, Dmitri Panin observes that in the latter the method of exter- 
mination was made worse by agonies that could stretch out over months. 


Death from a bullet would have been bliss compared with what many millions had to endure 
while dying of hunger. The kind of death to which they were condemned has nothing to equal 
it in treachery and sadism.’ 
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These examples show that to save or prolong a man’s life is not always to do him a ser- 
vice: it may be better for him if he dies earlier rather than later. It must therefore be agreed 
that while life is normally a benefit to the one who has it, this is not always so. 

The judgment is often fairly easy to make—that life is or is not a good to someone— 
but the basis for it is very hard to find. When life is said to be a benefit or a good, on what 
grounds is the assertion made? 

The difficulty is underestimated if it is supposed that the problem arises from the fact 
that one who is dead has nothing, so that the good someone gets from being alive cannot 
be compared with the amount he would otherwise have had. For why should this particular 
comparison be necessary? Surely it would be enough if one could say whether or not some- 
one whose life was prolonged had more good than evil in the extra stretch of time. Such 
estimates are not always possible, but-frequently they are; we say, for example, “He was 
very happy in those last years,” or, “He had little but unhappiness then.” If the balance of 
good and evil determined whether life was a good to someone we would expect to find a 
correlation in the judgments. In fact, of course, we find nothing of the kind. First, a man 
who has no doubt that existence is a good to him may have no idea about the balance of 
happiness and unhapppiness in his life, or of any other positive and negative factors that 
may be suggested. So the supposed criteria are not always operating where the judgment 
is made. And secondly the application of the criteria gives an answer that is often wrong. 
Many people have more evil than good in their lives; we do not, however, conclude that 
we would do these people no service by rescuing them from death. 

To get around this last difficulty Thomas Nagel has suggested that experience itself is 
a good which must be brought in to balance accounts. 


. . life is worth living even when the bad elements of experience are plentiful, and the good 
ones too meager to outweigh the bad ones on their own. The additional positive weight is 
supplied by experience itself, rather than by any of its contents.‘ 


This seems implausible because if experience itself is a good it must be so even when 
what we experience is wholly bad, as in being tortured to death. How should one decide 
how much to count for the experiencing; and why count anything at all? 

Others have tried to solve the problem by arguing that it is a man’s desire for life chat 
makes us call life a good: if he wants to live then anyone who prolongs his life does him 
a benefit. Yet someone may cling to life where we would say confidently chat it would be 
better for him if he died, and he may admit it too. Speaking of those same conditons in 
which, as he said, a bullet would have been merciful, Panin writes, 


I should like to pass on my observations concerning the absence of suicides under the ex- 
tremely severe conditions of our concentration camps. The more that life became desperate, 
the more a prisoner seemed determined to hold onto it.’ 


One might try to explain this by saying that hope was the ground of this wish co sur- 
vive for further days and months in the camp. But there is nothing unintelligible in the 
idea that a man might cling to life though he knew those facts about his future which 
would make any charitable man wish that he might die. 

The problem remains, and it is hard to know where to look for a solution. Is there a 
conceptual connection between /ife and good? Because life is not always a good we are apt 
to reject this idea, and to think chat it must be a contingent fact that life is usually a good, 
as it is a contingent matter that legacies are usually a benefit, if they are. Yet it seems not 
to be a contingent matter that to save someone's life is ordinarily to benefit him. The prob- 
lem is to find where the conceptual connection lies. 
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It may be good tactics to forget for a time that it is euthanasia we are discussing and 
to see how /ife and good are connected in the case of living beings other than men. Even 
plants have things done to them that are harmful or beneficial, and what does them good 
must be related in some way to their living and dying. Let us therefore consider plants and 
animals, and then come back to human beings. At least we shall get away from the temp- 
tation to think that the connection between life and benefit must everywhere be a matter 
of happiness and unhappiness or of pleasure and pain; the idea being absurd in the case of 
animals and impossible even to formulate for plants. 

In case anyone thinks that the concept of the beneficial applies only in a secondary or 
analogical way to plants, he should be reminded that we speak quite straightforwardly in 
saying, for instance, that a certain amount of sunlight is beneficial to most plants. What 
is in question here is the habitat in which plants of particular species flourish, but we can 
also talk, in a slightly different way, of what does them good, where there is some sug- 
gestion of improvement or remedy. What has the beneficial to do with sustaining life? It 
is tempting to answer “everything,” thinking that a healthy condition just is the one apt 
to secure survival. In fact, however, what is beneficial to a plant may have to do with re- 
production rather than the survival of the individual member of the species. Nevertheless 
there is a plain connection between the beneficial and the life-sustaining even for the in- 
dividual plant; if something makes it better able to survive in conditions normal for that 
species it is ipso facto good for it. We need go no further, and could go no further, in ex- 
plaining why a certain environment or treatment is good for a plant than to show how it 
helps this plant to survive.° 

This connection between the life-sustaining and the beneficial is reasonably unprob- 
lematic, and there is nothing fanciful or zoomorphic in speaking of benefiting or doing 
good to plants. A connection with its survival can make something beneficial to a plant. 
But this is not, of course, to say that we count life as a good to a plant. We may save its 
life by giving it what is beneficial; we do not benefit it by saving its life. 

A more ramified concept of benefit is used in speaking of animal life. New things can 
be said, such as that an animal is better or worse off for something that happened, or that 
it was a good or bad thing for it that it did happen. And new things count as benefit. In 
the first place, there is comfort, which often is, but need not be, related to health. When 
loosening a collar which is too tight for a dog we can say, “That will be better for it.” So 
we see that the words “better for it” have two different meanings which we mark when 
necessary by a difference of emphasis, saying “better for it” when health is involved. And 
secondly an animal can be benefited by having its life saved. “Could you do anything for 
it?” can be answered by, “Yes, I managed to save its life.” Sometimes we may understand 
this, just as we would for a plant, to mean that we had checked some disease. But we can 
also do something for an animal by scaring away its predator. If we do this, it is a good 
thing for the animal that we did, unless of course it immediately meets a more unpleas- 
ant end by some other means. Similarly, on the bad side, an animal may be worse off for 
our intervention, and this not because it pines or suffers but simply because it gets killed. 

The problem that vexes us when we think about euthanasia comes on the scene at this 
point. For if we can do something for an animal—can benefit it—by relieving its suffer- 
ing but also by saving its life, where does the greater benefit come when only death will 
end pain? It seemed that life was a good in its own right; yet pain seemed to be an evil 
with equal status and could therefore make life not a good after all. Is it only life without 
pain that is a good when animals are concerned? This does not seem a crazy suggestion 
when we are thinking of animals, since unlike human beings they do not have suffering 
as part of their normal life. But it is perhaps the idea of ordinary life that matters here. 
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We would not say that we had done anything for an animal if we had merely kept it alive, 
either in an unconscious state or in a condition where, though conscious, it was unable to 
operate in an ordinary way; and the fact is that animals in severe and continuous pain sim- 
ply do not operate normally. So we do not, on the whole, have the option of doing the ani- 
mal good by saving its life though the life would be a life of pain. No doubt there are bor- 
derline cases, but that is no problem. We are not trying to make new judgments possible, 
but rather to find the principle of the ones we do make. 

When we reach human life the problems seem even more troublesome. For now we 
must take quite new things into account, such as the subjects own view of his life. It is 
arguable that this places extra constraints on the solution: might it not be counted as a 
necessary condition of life’s being a good to a man that he should see it as such? Is there 
not some difficulty about the idea that a benefit might be done to him by the saving or 
prolonging of his life even though he himself wished for death? Of course he might have 
a quite mistaken view of his own prospects, but let us ignore this and think only of cases 
where it is life as he knows it that is in question. Can we think that the prolonging of this 
life would be a benefit to him even though he would rather have it end than continue? It 
seems that this cannot be ruled out. That there is no simple incompatibility between life 
as a good and the wish for death is shown by the possibility that a man should wish him- 
self dead, not for his own sake, but for the sake of someone else. And if we try to amend 
the thesis to say that life cannot be a good to one who wishes for his own sake that he should 
die, we find the crucial concept slipping through our fingers. As Bishop Butler pointed 
out long ago not all ends are either benevolent or self-interested. Does a man wish for death 
for his own sake in the relevant sense if, for instance, he wishes to revenge himself on an- 
other by his death. Or what if he is proud and refuses to stomach dependence or incapac- 
ity even though there are many good things left in life for him? The truth seems to be that 
the wish for death is sometimes compatible with life’s being a good and sometimes not, 
which is possible because the description “wishing for death” is one covering diverse states 
of mind from that of the determined suicide, pathologically depressed, to that of one who 
is surprised to find that the thought of a fatal accident is viewed with relief. On the one 
hand, a man may see his life as a burden but go about his business in a more or less ordi- 
nary way; on the other hand, the wish for death may take the form of a rejection of every- 
thing that is in life, as it does in severe depression. It seems reasonable to say that life 
is not a good to one permanently in the latter state, and we must return co this topic 
later on. 

When are we to say that life is a good or a benefit to a man? The dilemma that faces 
us is this. If we say that life as such is a good we find ourselves refuted by the examples 
given at the beginning of this discussion. We therefore incline to think chat it is as bring- 
ing good things that life is a good, where it is a good. But if life is a good only because it 
is the condition of good things why is it not equally an evil when it brings bad things? 
And how can it be a good even when it brings more evil than good? 

It should be noted that the problem has here been formulated in terms of the balance 
of good and evil, not that of happiness and unhappiness, and that it is not to be solved by 
the denial (which may be reasonable enough) that unhappiness is the only evil or happi- 
ness the only good. In this paper no view has been expressed about the nature of goods 
other than life itself. The point is that on any view of the goods and evils that life can con- 
tain, it seems that a life with more evil than good could still itself be a good. 

It may be useful to review the judgments with which our theory must square. Do we 
think that life can be a good to one who suffers a lot of pain? Clearly we do. What about 
severely handicapped people; can life be a good to them? Clearly it can be, for even if some- 
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one is almost completely paralyzed, perhaps living in an iron lung, perhaps able to move 
things only by means of a tube held between his lips, we do not rule him out of order 
if he says that some benefactor saved his life. Nor is it different with mental handicap. 
There are many fairly severely handicapped people—such as those with Down’s Syndrome 
(Mongolism)—for whom a simple affectionate life is possible. What about senility? Does 
this break the normal connection between life and good? Here we must surely distinguish 
between forms of senility. Some forms leave a life which we count someone as better off 
having than not having, so that a doctor who prolonged it would benefit the person con- 
cerned. With some kinds of senility this is however no longer true. There are some in geri- 
atric wards who are barely conscious, though they can move a little and swallow food put 
into their mouths. To prolong such a state, whether in the old or in the very severely men- 
tally handicapped is not to do them a service or confer a benefit. But of course it need not 
be the reverse: only if there is suffering would one wish for the sake of the patient that he 
should die. 

It seems, therefore, that merely being alive even without suffering is not a good, and 
that we must make a distinction similar to that which we made when animals were our 
topic. But how is the line to be drawn in the case of men? What is to count as ordinary 
human life in the relevant sense? If it were only the very senile or very ill who were to be 
said not to have this life it might seem right to describe it in terms of operation. But it will 
be hard to find the sense in which the men described by Panin were not operating, given 
that they dragged themselves out to the forest to work. What is it about the life that the 
prisoners were living that makes us put it on the other side of the dividing line from that 
of some severely ill or suffering patients, and from most of the physically or mentally 
handicapped? It is not that they were in captivity, for life in captivity can certainly be a 
good. Nor is it merely the unusual nature of their life. In some ways the prisoners were 
living more as other men do than the patient in an iron lung. 

The suggested solution to the problem is, then, that there is a certain conceptual con- 
nection between /z/e and good in the case of human beings as in that of animals and even 
plants. Here, as there, however, it is not the mere state of being alive that can determine, 
or itself count as, a good, but rather life coming up to some standard of normality. It was 
argued that it is as part of ordinary life that the elements of good that a man may have are 
relevant to the question of whether saving his life counts as benefiting him. Ordinary 
human lives, even very hard lives, contain a minimum of basic goods, but when these are 
absent the idea of life is no longer linked to that of good. And since it is in this way that 
the elements of good contained in a man’s life are relevant to the question of whether he 
is benefited if his life is preserved, there is no reason why it should be the balance of good 
and evil that counts. 

It should be added that evils are relevant in one way when, as in the examples discussed 
above, they destroy the possibility of ordinary goods, but in a different way when they in- 
vade a life from which the goods are already absent for a different reason. So, for instance, 
the connection between /fe and good may be broken because consciousness has sunk to a 
very low level, as in extreme senility or severe brain damage. In itself this kind of life seems 
to be neither good nor evil, but if suffering sets in one would hope for a speedy end. 

The idea we need seems to be that of life which is ordinary human life in the follow- 
ing respect—that it contains a minimum of basic human goods. What is ordinary in 
human life—even in very hard lives—is that a man is not driven to work far beyond his 
capacity; that he has the support of a family or community; that he can more or less sat- 
isfy his hunger; that he has hopes for the future; that he can lie down to rest at night. Such 
things were denied to the men in the Vyatlag camps described by Panin; not even rest at 
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night was allowed them when they were tormented by bed-bugs, by noise and stench, and 
by routines such as body-searches and bath-parades—arranged for the night time so that 
work norms would not be reduced. Disease too can so take over a man’s life that the nor- 
mal human goods disappear. When a patient is so overwhelmed by pain or nausea that he 
cannot eat with pleasure, if he can eat at all, and is out of the reach of even the most lov- 
ing voice, he no longer has ordinary human life in the sense in which the words are used 
here. And we may now pick up a thread from an earlier part of the discussion by remark- 
ing that crippling depression can destroy the enjoyment of ordinary goods as effectively as 
external circumstances can remove them. 

This, admittedly inadequate, discussion of the sense in which life is normally a good, 
and of the reasons why it may not be so in some particular case, completes the account of 
what euthanasia is here taken to be. An act of euthanasia, whether literally act or rather 
omission, is attributed to an agent who opts for the death of another because in his case 
life seems to be an evil rather than a good. The question now to be asked is whether acts 
of euthanasia are ever justifiable. But there are two topics here rather than one. For it is 
one thing to say that some acts of euthanasia considered only in themselves and their re- 
sults are morally unobjectionable, and another to say that it would be all right to legalize 
them. Perhaps the practice of euthanasia would allow too many abuses, and perhaps there 
would be too many mistakes. Moreover the practice might have very important and highly 
undesirable side effects, because it is unlikely chat we could change our principles about 
the treatment of the old and the ill without changing fundamental emotional attitudes 
and social relations. The topics must, therefore, be treated separately. In the next part of 
the discussion, nothing will be said about the social consequences and possible abuses of 
the practice of euthanasia, but only about acts of euthanasia considered in themselves. 

What we want to know is whether acts of euthanasia, defined as we have defined them, 
are ever morally permissible. To be more accurate, we want to know whether it is ever suf- 
ficient justification of the choice of death for another that death can be counted a benefit 
rather than harm, and that this is why the choice is made. 

It will be impossible to get a clear view of the area to which this topic belongs with- 
out first marking the distinct grounds on which objection may lie when one man opts for 
the death of another. There are two different virtues whose requirements are, in general, 
contrary to such actions. An unjustified act of killing, or allowing to die, is contrary to 
justice or to charity, or to both virtues, and the moral failings are distinct. Justice has to 
do with what men owe each other in the way of noninterference and positive service. When 
used in this wide sense, which has its history in the doctrine of the cardinal virtues, jus- 
tice is not especially connected with, for instance, law courts but with the whole area of 
rights, and duties corresponding to rights. Thus murder is one form of injustice, dishon- 
esty another, and wrongful failure to keep contracts a third; chicanery in a law court or de- 
frauding someone of his inheritance are simply other cases of injustice. Justice as such is 
not directly linked to the good of another, and may require that something be rendered to 
him even where it will do him harm, as Hume pointed out when he remarked that a debt 
must be paid even to a profligate debauchee who “would rather receive harm than benefit 
from large possessions.” Charity, on the other hand, is the virtue which attaches us to the 
good of others. An act of charity is in question only where something is not demanded by 
justice, but a lack of charity and of justice can be shown where a man is denied something 
which he both needs and has a right to; both charity and justice demand that widows and 
orphans are not defrauded, and che man who cheats them is neither charitable nor just. 

It is easy to see that the two grounds of objection to inducing death are distinct. A mur- 
der is an act of injustice. A culpable failure to come to the aid of someone whose life is 
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threatened is normally contrary, not to justice, but to charity. But where one man is under 
contract, explicit or implicit, to come to the aid of another injustice too will be shown. 
Thus injustice may be involved either in an act or an omission, and the same is true of a 
lack of charity; charity may demand that someone be aided, but also that an unkind word 
not be spoken. 

The distinction between charity and justice will turn out to be of the first importance 
when voluntary and nonvoluntary euthanasia are distinguished later on. This is because of 
the connection between justice and rights, and something should now be said about this. 
I believe it is true to say that wherever a man acts unjustly he has infringed a right, since 
justice has to do with whatever a man is owed, and whatever he is owed is his as a matter 
of right. Something should therefore be said about the different kinds of rights. The dis- 
tinction commonly made is between having a right in the sense of having a liberty, and 
having a “claim-right” or “right of recipience.”* The best way to understand such a dis- 
tinction seems to be as follows. To say that a man has a right in the sense of a liberty is to 
say that no one can demand that he do not do the thing which he has a right to do. The 
fact that he has a right to do it consists in the fact that a certain kind of objection does 
not lie against his doing it. Thus a man has a right in this sense to walk down a public 
street or park his car in a public parking space. It does not follow that no one else may 
prevent him from doing so. If for some reason I want a certain man not to park in a cer- 
tain place I may lawfully park there myself or get my friends to do so, thus preventing 
him from doing what he has a right (in the sense of a liberty) to do. It is different, how- 
ever, with a claim-right. This is the kind of right which I have in addition to a liberty 
when, for example, I have a private parking space; now others have duties in the way of 
noninterference, as in this case, or of service, as in the case where my claim-right is to 
goods or services promised to me. Sometimes one of these rights gives other people the 
duty of securing to me that to which I have a right, but at other times their duty is merely 
to refrain from interference. If a fall of snow blocks my private parking space there is nor- 
mally no obligation for anyone else to clear it away. Claim rights generate duties; some- 
times these duties are duties of noninterference; sometimes they are duties of service. If 
your right gives me the duty not to interfere with you I have “no right” to do it; similarly, 
if your right gives me the duty to provide something for you I have “no right” to refuse 
to do it. What I lack is the right which is a liberty; I am not “at liberty” to interfere with 
you or to refuse the service. 

Where in this picture does the right to life belong? No doubt people have the right to 
live in the sense of a liberty, but what is important is the cluster of claim-rights brought 
together under the title of the right to life. The chief of these is, of course, the right to be 
free from interferences that threaten life. If other people aim their guns at us or try to pour 
poison into our drink we can, to put it mildly, demand that they desist. And then there 
are the services we can claim from doctors, health officers, bodyguards, and firemen; the 
rights that depend on contract or public arrangement. Perhaps there is no particular point 
in saying that the duties these people owe us belong to the right to life; we might as well 
say that all the services owed to anyone by tailors, dressmakers, and couturiers belong 
to a right called the right to be elegant. But contracts such as those understood in the 
patient-doctor relationship come in an important way when we are discussing the rights 
and wrongs of euthanasia, and are therefore mentioned here. 

Do people have the right to what they need in order to survive, apart from the right 
conferred by special contracts into which other people have entered for the supplying of 
these necessities? Do people in the underdeveloped countries in which starvation is rife 
have the right to the food they so evidently lack? Joel Feinberg, discussing this question, 
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suggests that they should be said to have “a claim,” distinguishing this from a “valid 
claim,” which gives a claim-right. 


The manifesto writers on the other side who seem to identify needs, or at least basic needs, 
with what they call “human rights,” are more properly described, I think, as urging upon the 
world community the moral principle that a// basic human needs ought to be recognized as 
claims (in the customary prima facie sense) worthy of sympathy and serious consideration right 
now, even though, in many cases, they cannot yet plausibly be treated as valid claims, that 
is, as grounds of any other people's duties. This way of talking avoids the anomaly of ascrib- 
ing to all human beings now, even those in pre-industrial societies, such “economic and so- 
cial rights” as “periodic holidays with pay.”’ 


This seems reasonable, though we notice that there are some actual rights to service 
which are not based on anything like a contract, as for instance the right that children have 
to support from their parents and parents to support from their children in old age, though 
both sets of rights are to some extent dependent on existing social arrangements. 

Let us now ask how the right to life affects the morality of acts of euthanasia. Are such 
acts sometimes or always ruled out by the right to life? This is certainly a possibility; for 
although an act of euthanasia is, by our definition, a matter of opting for death for the 
good of the one who is to die, there is, as we noted earlier, no direct connection between 
that to which a man has a right and that which is for his good. It is true that men have 
the right only to the kind of thing that is, in general, a good: we do not think that peo- 
ple have the right to garbage or polluted air. Nevertheless, a man may have the right to 
something which he himself would be better off without; where rights exist it is a man’s 
will that counts not his or anyone else’s estimate of benefit or harm. So the duties com- 
plementary to the right to life—the general duty of noninterference and the duty of ser- 
vice incurred by certain persons—are not affected by the quality of a man’s life or by his 
prospects. Even if it is true that he would be, as we say, “better off dead,” so long as he 
wants to live this does not justify us in killing him and may not justify us in deliberately 
allowing him to die. All of us have the duty of noninterference, and some of us may have 
the duty to sustain his life. Suppose, for example, that a retreating army has to leave be- 
hind wounded or exhausted soldiers in the wastes of an arid or snowbound land where the 
only prospect is death by starvation or at the hands of an enemy notoriously cruel. It has 
often been the practice to accord a merciful bullet to men in such desperate straits. But 
suppose that one of them demands that he should be left alive? It seems clear that his com- 
rades have no right co kill him, though it is a quite different question as to whether they 
should give him a life-prolonging drug. The right to life can sometimes give a duty of 
positive service, but does not do so here. What it does give is the right to be left alone. 

Interestingly enough we have arrived by way of a consideration of the right to life at 
the distinction normally labeled “active” versus “passive” euthanasia, and often thought to 
be irrelevant to the moral issue. Once it is seen that the right to life is a distinct ground 
of objection to certain acts of euthanasia, and that this right creates a duty of noninterfer- 
ence more widespread than the duties of care there can be no doubt about the relevance of 
the distinction between passive and active euthanasia. Where everyone may have the duty 
to leave someone alone, it may be that no one has the duty to maintain his life, or that 
only some people do. 

Where then do the boundaries of the “active” and “passive” lie? In some ways the words 
are themselves misleading, because they suggest the difference between act and omission 
which is not quite what we want. Certainly the act of shooting someone is the kind of thing 
we were talking about under the heading of “interference,” and omitting to give him a 
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drug a case of refusing care. But the act of turning off a respirator should surely be thought 
of as no different from the decision not to start it; if doctors had decided that a patient 
should be allowed to die, either course of action might follow, and both should be counted 
as passive rather than active euthanasia if euthanasia were in question. The point seems to 
be that interference in a course of treatment is not the same as other interference in a man’s 
life, and particularly if the same body of people are responsible for the treatment and for 
its discontinuance. In such a case we could speak of the disconnecting of the apparatus as 
killing the man, or of the hospital as allowing him to die. By and large, it is the act of 
killing that is ruled out under the heading of noninterference, but not in every case. 

Doctors commonly recognize this distinction, and the grounds on which some philoso- 
phers have denied it seem untenable. James Rachels, for instance, believes that if the dif- 
ference between active and passive is relevant anywhere, it should be relevant everywhere, 
and he has pointed to an example in which it seems to make no difference which is done. 
If someone saw a child drowning in a bath it would seem just as bad to let it drown as to 
push its head under water.!! If “it makes no difference” means that one act would be as in- 
iquitous as the other this is true. It is not that killing is worse than allowing to die, but 
that the two are contrary to distinct virtues, which gives the possibility that in some cir- 
cumstances one is impermissible and the other permissible. In the circumstances invented 
by Rachels, both are wicked: it is contrary to justice to push the child’s head under the 
water—something one has no right to do. To leave it to drown is not contrary to justice, 
but it is a particularly glaring example of lack of charity. Here it makes no practical dif- 
ference because the requirements of justice and charity coincide; but in the case of the re- 
treating army they did not: charity would have required that the wounded soldier be killed 
had not justice required that he be left alive. In such a case it makes all the difference 
whether a man opts for the death of another in a positive action, or whether he allows him 
to die. An analogy with the right to property will make the point clear. If a man owns 
something he has the right to it even when its possession does him harm, and we have no 
right to take it from him. But if one day it should blow away, maybe nothing requires us 
to get it back for him; we could not deprive him of it, but we may allow it to go. This is 
not to deny that it will often be an unfriendly act or one based on an arrogant judgment 
when we refuse to do what he wants. Nevertheless, we would be within our rights, and it 
might be that no moral objection of any kind would lie against our refusal. 

It is important to emphasize that a man’s rights may stand between us and the action 
we would dearly like to take for his sake. They may, of course, also prevent action which 
we would like to take for the sake of others, as when it might be tempting to kill one man 
to save several. But it is interesting that the limits of allowable interference, however un- 
certain, seem stricter in the first case than the second. Perhaps there are no cases in which 
it would be all right to kill a man against his will for his own sake unless they could equally 
well be described as cases of allowing him to die, as in the example of turning off the res- 
pirator. However, there are circumstances, even if these are very rare, in which one man’s 
life would justifiably be sacrificed to save others, and “killing” would be the only descrip- 
tion of what was being done. For instance, a vehicle which had gone out of control might 
be steered from a path on which it would kill more than one man to a path on which it 
would kill one. But it would not be permissible to steer a vehicle towards someone in 
order to kill him, against his will, for his own good. An analogy with property rights il- 
lustrates the point. One may not destroy a man’s property against his will on the grounds 
that he would be better off without it; there are however circumstances in which it could 
be destroyed for the sake of others. If his house is liable to fall and kill him that is his af- 
fair; it might, however, without injustice be destroyed to stop the spread of a fire. 
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We see then that the distinction between active and passive, important as it is else- 
where, has a special importance in the area of euthanasia. It should also be clear why James 
Rachels’ other argument, that it is often “more humane” to kill than to allow to die, does 
not show that the distinction between active and passive euthanasia is morally irrelevant. 
It might be “more humane” in this sense to deprive a man of the property that brings evils 
on him, or to refuse to pay what is owed to Hume’s profligate debauchee; but if we say 
this we must admit that an act which is “more humane” than its alternative may be 
morally objectionable because it infringes rights. 

So far we have said very little about the right to service as opposed to the right to non- 
interference, though it was agreed that both might be brought under the heading of “the 
right to life.” What about the duty to preserve life that may belong to special classes of 
persons such as bodyguards, firemen, or doctors? Unlike the general public they are not 
within their rights if they merely refrain from interfering and do not try to sustain life. 
The subject’s claim-rights are two-fold as far as they are concerned and passive as well as 
active euthanasia may be ruled out here if it is against his will. This is not to say that he 
has the right to any and every service needed to save or prolong his life; the rights of other 
people set limits to what may be demanded, both because they have the right not to be 
interfered with and because they may have a competing right to services. Furthermore one 
must enquire just what the contract or implicit agreement amounts to in each case. Fire- 
men and bodyguards presumably have a duty which is simply to preserve life, within the 
limits of justice to others and of reasonableness to themselves. With doctors it may how- 
ever be different, since their duty relates not only to preserving life but also to the relief 
of suffering. It is not clear what a doctor’s duties are to his patient if life can be prolonged 
only at the cost of suffering or suffering relieved only by measures that shorten life. George 
Fletcher has argued that what the doctor is under contract to do depends on what is gen- 
erally done, because this is what a patient will reasonably expect.'* This seems right. If 
procedures are part of normal medical practice then it seems that the patient can demand 
them however much it may be against his interest to do so. Once again it is not a matter 
of what is “most humane.” 

That the patient’s right to life may set limits to permissible acts of euthanasia seems 
undeniable. If he does not want to die no one has the right to practice active euthanasia 
on him, and passive euthanasia may also be ruled out where he has a right to the services 
of doctors or others. 

Perhaps few will deny what has so far been said about the impermissibility of acts of eu- 
thanasia simply because we have so far spoken about the case of one who positively wants 
to live, and about his rights, whereas those who advocate euthanasia are usually thinking 
either about those who wish to die or about those whose wishes cannot be ascertained ei- 
ther because they cannot properly be said to have wishes or because, for one reason or an- 
other, we are unable to form a reliable estimate of what they are. The question that must 
now be asked is whether the latter type of case, where euthanasia though not involuntary 
would again be nonvoluntary, is different from the one discussed so far. Would we have the 
right to kill someone for his own good so long as we had no idea that he positively wished 
to live? And what about the life-prolonging duties of doctors in the same circumstances? 
This is a very difficult problem. On the one hand, it seems ridiculous to suppose that a 
man’s right to life is something which generates duties only where he has signaled that he 
wants to live; as a borrower does indeed have a duty to return something lent on indefinite 
loan only if the lender indicates that he wants it back. On the other hand, it might be ar- 
gued chat there is something illogical about the idea that a right has been infringed if 
someone incapable of saying whether he wants it or not is deprived of something that is 
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doing him harm rather than good. Yet on the analogy of property we would say that a right 
has been infringed. Only if someone had earlier told us that in such circumstances he would 
not want to keep the thing could we think that his right had been waived. Perhaps if we 
could make confident judgments about what anyone in such circumstances would wish, or 
what he would have wished beforehand had he considered the matter, we could agree to 
consider the right to life as “dormant,” needing to be asserted if the normal duties were to 
remain. But as things are we cannot make any such assumption; we simply do not know 
what most people would want, or would have wanted, us to do unless they tell us. This is 
certainly the case so far as active measures to end life are concerned. Possibly it is different, 
or will become different, in the matter of being kept alive, so general is the feeling against 
using sophisticated procedures on moribund patients, and so much is this dreaded by peo- 
ple who are old or terminally ill. Once again the distinction between active and passive eu- 
thanasia has come on the scene, but this time because most people’s attitudes to the two 
are so different. It is just possible that we might presume, in the absence of specific evi- 
dence, that someone would not wish, beyond a certain point, to be kept alive; it is certainly 
not possible to assume that he would wish to be killed. 

In the last paragraph we have begun to broach the topic of voluntary euthanasia, and 
this we must now discuss. What is to be said about the case in which there is no doubt 
about someone’s wish to die: either he has told us beforehand that he would wish it in cir- 
cumstances such as he is now in, and has shown no sign of a change of mind, or else he tells 
us now, being in possession of his faculties and of a steady mind. We should surely say that 
the objections previously urged against acts of euthanasia, which it must be remembered 
were all on the ground of rights, had disappeared. It does not seem that one would infringe 
someone’s right to life in killing him with his permission and in fact at his request. Why 
should someone not be able to waive his right to life, or rather, as would be more likely to 
happen, to cancel some of the duties of noninterference that this right entails? (He is more 
likely to say that he should be killed by this man at this time in this manner, than to say 
that anyone may kill him at any time and in any way.) Similarly someone may give per- 
mission for the destruction of his property, and request it. The important thing is that he 
gives a critical permission, and it seems that this is enough to cancel the duty normally as- 
sociated with the right. If someone gives you permission to destroy his property it can no 
longer be said that you have no right to do so, and I do not see why it should not be the 
case with taking a man’s life. An objection might be made on the ground that only God 
has the right to take life, but in this paper religious as opposed to moral arguments are 
being left aside. Religion apart, there seems to be no case to be made out for an infringe- 
ment of rights if a man who wishes to die is allowed to die or even killed. But of course it 
does not follow that there is no moral objection to it. Even with property, which is after all 
a relatively small matter, one might be wrong to destroy what one had the right to destroy. 
For, apart from its value to other people, it might be valuable to the man who wanted it 
destroyed, and charity might require us to hold our hand where justice did not. 

Let us review the conclusion of this part of the argument, which has been about eu- 
thanasia and the right to life. It has been argued that from this side come stringent re- 
strictions on the acts of euthanasia that could be morally permissible. Active nonvolun- 
tary euthanasia is ruled out by that part of the right to life which creates the duty of 
noninterference though passive nonvoluntary euthanasia is not ruled out, except where the 
right to life-preserving action has been created by some special condition such as a con- 
tract between a man and his doctor, and it is not always certain just what such a contract 
involves. Voluntary euthanasia is another matter: as the preceding paragraph suggested, 
no right is infringed if a man is allowed to die or even killed at his own request. 
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Turning now to the other objection that normally holds against inducing the death of 
another, that it is against charity, or benevolence, we must tell a very different story. Char- 
ity is the virtue that gives attachment to the good of others, and because life is normally 
a good, charity normally demands that it should be saved or prolonged. But as we so de- 
fined an act of euthanasia that it seeks a man’s death for his own sake—for his good—char- 
ity will normally speak in favor of it. This is not, of course, to say that charity can require 
an act of euthanasia which justice forbids, but if an act of euthanasia is not contrary to 
justice—that is, it does not infringe rights—charity will rather be in its favor than against. 

Once more the distinction between nonvoluntary and voluntary euthanasia must be 
considered. Could it ever be compatible with charity to seek a man’s death although he 
wanted to live, or at least had not let us know that he wanted to die? It has been argued 
that in such circumstances active euthanasia would infringe his right to life, but passive 
euthanasia would not do so, unless he had some special right to life-preserving service from 
the one who allowed him to die. What would charity dictate? Obviously when a man 
wants to live there is a presumption that he will be benefited if his life is prolonged, and 
if it is so the question of euthanasia does not arise. But it is, on the other hand, possible 
that he wants to live where it would be better for him to die: perhaps he does not realize 
the desperate situation he is in, or perhaps he is afraid of dying. So, in spite of a very proper 
resistance to refusing to go along with a man’s own wishes in the matter of life and death, 
someone might justifiably refuse to prolong the life even of someone who asked him to 
prolong it, as in the case of refusing to give the wounded soldier a drug that would keep 
him alive to meet a terrible end. And it is even more obvious that charity does not always 
dictate that life should be prolonged where a man’s own wishes, hypothetical or actual, are 
not known. 

So much for the relation of charity to nonvoluntary passive euthanasia, which was not, 
like nonvoluntary active euthanasia, ruled out by the right to life. Let us now ask what 
charity has to say about voluntary euthanasia both active and passive. It was suggested in 
the discussion of justice that if of sound mind and steady desire a man might give others 
the right to allow him to die or even to kill him, where otherwise this would be ruled out. 
But it was pointed out that this would not settle the question of whether the act was 
morally permissible, and it is this that we must now consider. Could not charity speak 
against what justice allowed? Indeed it might do so. For while the fact that a man wants 
to die suggests that his life is wretched, and while his rejection of life may itself tend to 
take the good out of the things he might have enjoyed, nevertheless his wish to die might 
here be opposed for his own sake just as it might be if suicide were in question. Perhaps 
there is hope that his mental condition will improve. Perhaps he is mistaken in thinking 
his disease incurable. Perhaps he wants to die for the sake of someone else on whom he 
feels he is a burden, and we are not ready to accept this sacrifice whether for ourselves or 
others. In such cases, and there will surely be many of them, it could not be for his own 
sake that we kill him or allow him to die, and therefore euthanasia as defined in this paper 
would not be in question. But this is not to deny that there could be acts of voluntary eu- 
thanasia both passive and active against which neither justice nor charity would speak. 

We have now considered the morality of euthanasia both voluntary and nonvoluntary, 
and active and passive. The conclusion has been that nonvoluntary active euthanasia 
(roughly, killing a man against his will or without his consent) is never justified; that is 
to say, that a man’s being killed for his own good never justifies the act unless he himself 
has consented to it. A man’s rights are infringed by such an action, and it is therefore con- 
trary to justice. However, all the other combinations, nonvoluntary passive euthanasia, 
voluntary active euthanasia, and voluntary passive euthanasia are sometimes compatible 
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with both justice and charity. But the strong condition carried in the definition of eu- 
thanasia adopted in this paper must not be forgotten; an act of euthanasia as here under- 
stood is one whose purpose is to benefit the one who dies. 

In the light of this discussion let us look at our present practices. Are they good or are 
they bad? And what changes might be made, thinking now not only of the morality of 
particular acts of euthanasia but also of the indirect effects of instituting different prac- 
tices, of the abuses to which they might be subject and of the changes that might come 
about if euthanasia became a recognized part of the social scene. 

The first thing to notice is that it is wrong to ask whether we should introduce the prac- 
tice of euthanasia as if it were not something we already had. In fact we do have it. For in- 
stance it is common, where the medical prognosis is very bad, for doctors to recommend 
against measures to prolong life, and particularly where a process of degeneration producing 
one medical emergency after another has already set in. If these doctors are not certainly 
within their legal rights this is something that is apt to come as a surprise to them as to the 
general public. It is also obvious that euthanasia is often practiced where old people are con- 
cerned. If someone very old and soon to die is attacked by a disease that makes his life 
wretched, doctors do not always come in with life-prolonging drugs. Perhaps poor patients 
are more fortunate in this respect than rich patients, being more often left to die in peace; but 
it is in any case a well recognized piece of medical practice, which is a form of euthanasia. 

No doubt the case of infants with mental or physical defects will be suggested as an- 
other example of the practice of euthanasia as we already have it, since such infants are 
sometimes deliberately allowed to die. That they are deliberately allowed to die is certain; 
children with severe spina bifida malformations are not always operated on even where it 
is thought that without the operation they will die; and even in the case of children with 
Down’s Syndrome who have intestinal obstructions the relatively simple operation that 
would make it possible to feed them is sometimes not performed.” Whether this is eu- 
thanasia in our sense or only as the Nazis understood it is another matter. We must ask 
the crucial question, “Is it for the sake of the child himself that the doctors and parents 
choose his death?” In some cases the answer may really be yes, and what is more impor- 
tant it may really be true that the kind of life which is a good is not possible or likely for 
this child, and that there is little but suffering and frustration in store for him.’ But this 
must presuppose that the medical prognosis is wretchedly bad, as it may be for some spina 
bifida children. With children who are born with Down’s Syndrome it is, however, quite 
different. Most of these are able to live on for quite a time in a reasonably contented way, 
remaining like children all their lives but capable of affectionate relationships and able to 
play games and perform simple tasks. The fact is, of course, that the doctors who recom- 
mend against life-saving procedures for handicapped infants are usually thinking not of 
them but rather of their parents and of other children in the family or of the “burden on 
society” if the children survive. So it is not for their sake but to avoid trouble to others 
that they are allowed to die. When brought out into the open this seems unacceptable: at 
least we do not easily accept the principle that adults who need special care should be 
counted too burdensome to be kept alive. It must in any case be insisted that if children 
with Down’s Syndrome are deliberately allowed to die this is not a matter of euthanasia 
except in Hitler's sense. And for our children, since we scruple to gas them, not even the 
manner of their death is “quiet and easy”; when not treated for an intestinal obstruction a 
baby simply starves to death. Perhaps some will take this as an argument for allowing ac- 
tive euthanasia, in which case they will be in the company of an S.S. man stationed in the 
Warthgenau who sent Eichmann a memorandum telling him that “Jews in the coming 
winter could no longer be fed” and submitting for his consideration a proposal as to 
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whether “it would not be the most humane solution to kill those Jews who were incapable 
of work through some quicker means.” If we say we are unable to look after children with 
handicaps we are no more telling the truth than was the S.S. man who said that the Jews 
could not be fed. 

Nevertheless if it is ever right to allow deformed children to die because life will be a 
misery to them, or not to take measures to prolong for a little the life of a newborn baby 
whose life cannot extend beyond a few months of intense medical intervention, there is a 
genuine problem about active as opposed to passive euthanasia. There are well-known 
cases in which the medical staff has looked on wretchedly while an infant died slowly from 
starvation and dehydration because they did not feel able to give a lethal injection. Ac- 
cording to the principles discussed in the earlier part of this paper they would indeed have 
had no right to give it, since an infant-cannot ask that it should be done. The only possi- 
ble solution—supposing that voluntary active euthanasia were to be legalized—would be 
to appoint guardians to act on the infant’s behalf. In a different climate of opinion this 
might not be dangerous, but at present, when people so readily assume that the life of a 
handicapped baby is of no value, one would be loath to support it. 

Finally, on the subject of handicapped children, another word should be said about 
those with severe mental defects. For them too it might sometimes be right to say that 
one would wish for death for their sake. But not even severe mental handicap automati- 
cally brings a child within the scope even of a possible act of euthanasia. If the level of 
consciousness is low enough it could not be said that life is a good to them, any more than 
in the case of those suffering from extreme senility. Nevertheless if they do not suffer it 
will not be an act of euthanasia by which someone opts for their death. Perhaps charity 
does not demand that strenuous measures are taken to keep people in this state alive, but 
euthanasia does not come into the matter, any more than it does when someone is, like 
Karen Ann Quinlan, in a state of permanent coma. Much could be said about this last case. 
It might even be suggested that in the case of unconsciousness this “life” is not the life to 
which “the right to life” refers. But that is not our topic here. 

What we must consider, even if only briefly, is che possibility that euthanasia, genuine 
euthanasia, and not contrary to the requirements of justice or charity, should be legalized 
over a wider area. Here we are up against the really serious problem of abuse. Many peo- 
ple want, and want very badly, to be rid of their elderly relatives and even of their ailing 
husbands or wives. Would any safeguards ever be able to stop them describing as eu- 
thanasia what was really for their own benefit? And would it be possible to prevent the 
occurrence of acts which were genuinely acts of euthanasia but morally impermissible be- 
cause infringing the rights of a patient who wished to live? 

Perhaps the furthest we should go is to encourage patients to make their own contracts 
with a doctor by making it known whether they wish him to prolong their life in case of 
painful terminal illness or of incapacity. A document such as the Living Will seems emi- 
nently sensible, and should surely be allowed to give a doctor following the previously ex- 
pressed wishes of the patient immunity from legal proceedings by relatives.'* Legalizing 
active euthanasia is, however, another matter. Apart from the special repugnance doctors 
feel towards the idea of a lethal injection, it may be of the very greatest importance to keep 
a psychological barrier up against killing. Moreover it is active euthanasia which is the 
most liable to abuse. Hitler would not have been able to kill 275,000 people in his “eu- 
thanasia” program if he had had to wait for them to need life-saving treatment. But there 
are other objections to active euthanasia, even voluntary active euthanasia. In the first place 
it would be hard to devise procedures that would protect people from being persuaded into 
giving their consent. And secondly the possibility of active voluntary euthanasia might 
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change the social scene in ways that would be very bad. As things are, people do, by and 
large, expect to be looked after if they are old or ill. This is one of the good things that 
we have, but we might lose it, and be much worse off without it. It might come to be ex- 
pected that someone likely to need a lot of looking after should call for the doctor and de- 
mand his own death. Something comparable could be good in an extremely poverty- 
stricken community where the children genuinely suffered from lack of food; but in rich 
societies such as ours it would surely be a spiritual disaster. Such possibilities should make 
us very wary of supporting large measures of euthanasia, even where moral principle ap- 
plied to the individual act does not rule it out. 
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Peter Singer (1946— ) is Professor of Philosophy at Monash University in Australia. He argues 
that we are morally obligated to sacrifice many of our present luxuries to prevent others from 
starving, for if we can prevent something bad without thereby sacrificing anything of compa- 
rable moral worth, we ought to do so. 


Famine, Affluence, and Morality 


As I write this, in November 1971, people are dying in East Bengal from lack of food, 
shelter, and medical care. The suffering and death that are occurring there now are not in- 
evitable, not unavoidable in any fatalistic sense of the term. Constant poverty, a cyclone, 
and a civil war have turned at least nine million people into destitute refugees; neverthe- 
less, it is not beyond the capacity of the richer nations to give enough assistance to reduce 
any further suffering to very small proportions. The decisions and actions of human be- 
ings can prevent this kind of suffering. Unfortunately, human beings have not made the 
necessary decisions. At the individual level, people have, with very few exceptions, not re- 
sponded to the situation in any significant way. Generally speaking, people have not given 
large sums to relief funds; they have not written to their parliamentary representatives de- 
manding increased government assistance; they have not demonstrated in the streets, held 
symbolic fasts, or done anything else directed toward providing the refugees with the 
means to satisfy their essential needs. At the governmental level, no government has given 
the sort of massive aid that would enable the refugees to survive for more than a few days. 
Britain, for instance, has given rather more than most countries. It has, to date, given 
£14,750,000. For comparative purposes, Britain’s share of the nonrecoverable develop- 
ment costs of the Anglo-French Concorde project is already in excess of £275,000,000, 
and on present estimates will reach £440,000,006. The implication is that the British gov- 
ernment values a supersonic transport more than thirty times as highly as it values the 
lives of the nine million refugees. Australia is another country which, on a per capita basis, 
is well up in the “aid to Bengal” table. Australia’s aid, however, amounts to less than one- 
twelfth of the cost of Sydney’s new opera house. The total amount given, from all sources, 
now stands at about £65,000,000. The estimated cost of keeping the refugees alive for one 
year is £464,000,000. Most of the refugees have now been in the camps for more than six 
months. The World Bank has said that India needs a minimum of £300,000,000 in as- 
sistance from other countries before the end of the year. It seems obvious that assistance 
on this scale will not be forthcoming. India will be forced to choose between letting the 
refugees starve or diverting funds from her own development program, which will mean 
that more of her own people will starve in the fucure.' 


Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Philosophy & Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 3 (1972). Copyright © 1972 
by Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 
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These are the essential facts about the present situation in Bengal. So far as it concerns 
us here, there is nothing unique about this situation except its magnitude. The Bengal 
emergency is just the latest and most acute of a series of major emergencies in various parts 
of the world, arising both from natural and from man-made causes. There are also many 
parts of the world in which people die from malnutrition and lack of food independent of 
any special emergency. I take Bengal as my example only because it is the present concern, 
and because the size of the problem has ensured that it has been given adequate publicity. 
Neither individuals nor governments can claim to be unaware of what is happening there. 

What are the moral implications of a situation like this? In what follows, I shall argue 
that the way people in relatively affluent countries react to a situation like that in Bengal 
cannot be justified; indeed, the whole way we look at moral issues—our moral conceptual 
scheme—needs to be altered, and with it, the way of life that has come to be taken for 
granted in our society. 

In arguing for this conclusion I will not, of course, claim to be morally neutral. I shall, 
however, try to argue for the moral position that I take, so that anyone who accepts cer- 
tain assumptions, to be made explicit, will, I hope, accept my conclusion. 

I begin with the assumption that suffering and death from lack of food, shelter, and 
medical care are bad. I think most people will agree about this, although one may reach 
the same view by different routes. I shall not argue for this view. People can hold all sorts 
of eccentric positions, and perhaps from some of them it would not follow that death by 
starvation is in itself bad. It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to refute such positions, and 
so for brevity I will henceforth take this assumption as accepted. Those who disagree need 
read no further. 

My next point is this: if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, 
without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, 
to do it. By “without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance” I mean with- 
out causing anything else comparably bad to happen, or doing something that is wrong 
in itself, or failing to promote some moral good, comparable in significance to the bad 
thing that we can prevent. This principle seems almost as uncontroversial as the last one. 
It requires us only to prevent what is bad, and not to promote what is good, and it re- 
quires this of us only when we can do it without sacrificing anything that is, from the 
moral point of view, comparably important. I could even, as far as the application of my 
argument to the Bengal emergency is concerned, qualify the point so as to make it: if it is 
in our power to prevent something very bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing 
anything morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it. An application of this principle 
would be as follows: if I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, 
I ought to wade in and pull the child out. This will mean getting my clothes muddy, but 
this is insignificant, while the death of the child would presumably be a very bad thing. 

The uncontroversial appearance of the principle just stated is deceptive. If it were 
acted upon, even in its qualified form, our lives, our society, and our world would be fun- 
damentally changed. For the principle takes, firstly, no account of proximity or dis- 
tance. It makes no moral difference whether the person I can help is a neighbor's child ten 
yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten thousand miles away. Sec- 
ondly, the principle makes no distinction between cases in which I am the only person who 
could possibly do anything and cases in which I am just one among millions in the same 
position. 

I do not think I need to say much in defense of the refusal to take proximity and dis- 
tance into account. The fact that a person is physically near to us, so that we have personal 
contact with him, may make it more likely that we sha// assist him, but this does not show 
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that we ought to help him rather than another who happens to be further away. If we ac- 
cept any principle of impartiality, universalizability, equality, or whatever, we cannot dis- 
criminate against someone merely because he is far away from us (or we are far away from 
him). Admittedly, it is possible that we are in a better position to judge what needs to be 
done to help a person near to us than one far away, and perhaps also to provide the assis- 
tance we judge to be necessary. If this were the case, it would be a reason for helping those 
near to us first. This may once have been a justification for being more concerned with the 
poor in one’s own town than with famine victims in India. Unfortunately for those who 
like to keep their moral responsibilities limited, instant communication and swift trans- 
portation have changed the situation. From the moral point of view, the development of 
the world into a “global village” has made an important, though still unrecognized, dif- 
ference to our moral situation. Expert observers and supervisors, sent out by famine relief 
organizations or permanently stationed in famine-prone areas, can direct our aid to a 
refugee in Bengal almost as effectively as we could get it to someone in our own block. 
There would seem, therefore, to be no possible justification for discriminating on geo- 
graphical grounds. 

There may be a greater need to defend the second implication of my principle—that 
the fact that there are millions of other people in the same position, in respect to the Ben- 
gali refugees, as I am, does not make the situation significantly different from a situation 
in which I am the only person who can prevent something very bad from occurring. Again, 
of course, I admit that there is a psychological difference between the cases; one feels less 
guilty about doing nothing if one can point to others, similarly placed, who have also done 
nothing. Yet this can make no real difference to our moral obligations.’ Should I consider 
that I am less obliged to pull the drowning child out of the pond if on looking around I 
see other people, no further away than I am, who have also noticed the child but are doing 
nothing? One has only to ask this question to see the absurdity of the view that numbers 
lessen obligation. It is a view that is an ideal excuse for inactivity; unfortunately most of 
the major evils—poverty, overpopulation, pollution—are problems in which everyone is 
almost equally involved. 

The view that numbers do make a difference can be made plausible if stated in this way: 
if everyone in circumstances like mine gave £5 to the Bengal Relief Fund, there would be 
enough to provide food, shelter, and medical care for the refugees; there is no reason why 
I should give more than anyone else in the same circumstances as I am; therefore I have 
no obligation to give more than £5. Each premise in this argument is true, and the argu- 
ment looks sound. It may convince us, unless we notice that it is based on a hypothetical 
premise, although the conclusion is not stated hypothetically. The argument would be 
sound if the conclusion were: if everyone in circumstances like mine were to give £5, I 
would have no obligation to give more than £5. If the conclusion were so stated, however, 
it would be obvious that the argument has no bearing on a situation in which it is not the 
case that everyone else gives £5. This, of course, is the actual situation. It is more or less 
certain that not everyone in circumstances like mine will give £5. So there will not be 
enough to provide the needed food, shelter, and medical care. Therefore by giving more 
than £5 I will prevent more suffering than I would if I gave just £5. 

It might be thought that this argument has an absurd consequence. Since the situation 
appears to be that very few people are likely co give substantial amounts, it follows that I 
and everyone else in similar circumstances ought to give as much as possible, that is, at 
least up to the point at which by giving more one would begin to cause serious suffering 
for oneself and one’s dependents—perhaps even beyond this point to the point of marginal 
utility, at which by giving more one would cause oneself and one’s dependents as much 
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suffering as one would prevent in Bengal. If everyone does this, however, there will be 
more than can be used for the benefit of the refugees, and some of the sacrifice will have 
been unnecessary. Thus, if everyone does what he ought to do, the result will not be as 
good as it would be if everyone did a little less than he ought to do, or if only some do all 
that they ought to do. 

The paradox here arises only if we assume that the actions in question—sending money 
to the relief funds—are performed more or less simultaneously, and are also unexpected. 
For if it is to be expected that everyone is going to contribute something, then clearly each 
is not obliged to give as much as he would have been obliged to had others not been giv- 
ing too. And if everyone is not acting more or less simultaneously, then those giving later 
will know how much more is needed, and will have no obligation to give more than is 
necessary to reach this amount. To say this is not to deny the principle that people in the 
same circumstances have the same obligations, but to point out that the fact that others 
have given, or may be expected to give, is a relevant circumstance: those giving after it 
has become known that many others are giving and those giving before are not in the same 
circumstances. So the seemingly absurd consequence of the principle I have put forward 
can occur only if people are in error about the actual circumstances—that is, if they think 
they are giving when others are not, but in fact they are giving when others are. The re- 
sult of everyone doing what he really ought to do cannot be worse than the result of every- 
one doing less than he ought to do, although the result of everyone doing what he rea- 
sonably believes he ought to do could be. 

If my argument so far has been sound, neither our distance from a preventable evil nor 
the number of other people who, in respect to that evil, are in the same situation as we 
are, lessens our obligation to mitigate or prevent that evil. I shall therefore take as estab- 
lished the principle I asserted earlier. As I have already said, I need to assert it only in its 
qualified form: if it is in our power to prevent something very bad from happening, with- 
out thereby sacrificing anything else morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it. 

The outcome of this argument is that our traditional moral categories are upset. The 
traditional distinction between duty and charity cannot be drawn, or at least, not in the 
place we normally draw it. Giving money to the Bengal Relief Fund is regarded as an act 
of charity in our society. The bodies which collect money are known as “charities.” These 
organizations see themselves in this way—if you send them a check, you will be thanked 
for your “generosity.” Because giving money is regarded as an act of charity, it is not 
thought that there is anything wrong with not giving. The charitable man may be praised, 
but the man who is not charitable is not condemned. People do not feel in any way 
ashamed or guilty about spending money on new clothes or a new car instead of giving it 
to famine relief. (Indeed, the alternative does not occur to them.) This way of looking at 
the matter cannot be justified. When we buy new clothes not to keep ourselves warm but 
to look “well-dressed” we are not providing for any important need. We would not be sac- 
rificing anything significant if we were to continue to wear our old clothes, and give the 
money to famine relief. By doing so, we would be preventing another person from starv- 
ing. It follows from what I have said earlier that we ought to give money away, rather than 
spend it on clothes which we do not need to keep us warm. To do so is not charitable, or 
generous. Nor is it the kind of act which philosophers and theologians have called 
“supererogatory’—an act which it would be good to do, but not wrong not to do. On the 
contrary, we ought to give the money away, and it is wrong not to do so. 

I am not maintaining that there are no acts which are charitable, or that there are no 
acts which it would be good to do but not wrong not to do. It may be possible to redraw 
the distinction between duty and charity in some other place. All I am arguing here is that 
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the present way of drawing the distinction, which makes it an act of charity for a man liv- 
ing at the level of affluence which most people in the “developed nations” enjoy to give 
money to save someone else from starvation, cannot be supported. It is beyond the scope 
of my argument to consider whether the distinction should be redrawn or abolished alto- 
gether. There would be many other possible ways of drawing the distinction—for instance, 
one might decide that it is good to make other people as happy as possible, but not wrong 
not to do so. 

Despite the limited nature of the revision in our moral conceptual scheme which I am 
proposing, the revision would, given the extent of both affluence and famine in the world 
today, have radical implications. These implications may lead to further objections, dis- 
tinct from those I have already considered. I shall discuss two of these. 

One objection to the position I have taken might be simply that it is too drastic a re- 
vision of our moral scheme. People do not ordinarily judge in the way I have suggested 
they should. Most people reserve their moral condemnation for those who violate some 
moral norm, such as the norm against taking another person’s property. They do not con- 
demn those who indulge in luxury instead of giving to famine relief. But given chat I did 
not set out to present a morally neutral description of the way people make moral judg- 
ments, the way people do in fact judge has nothing to do with the validity of my conclu- 
sion. My conclusion follows from the principle which I advanced earlier, and unless that 
principle is rejected, or the arguments shown to be unsound, I think the conclusion must 
stand, however strange it appears. 

It might, nevertheless, be interesting to consider why our society, and most other socie- 
ties, do judge differently from the way I have suggested they should. In a well-known ar- 
ticle, J. O. Urmson suggests that the imperatives of duty, which tell us what we must do, 
as distinct from what it would be good to do but not wrong not to do, function so as to 
prohibit behavior that is intolerable if men are to live together in society.’ This may explain 
the origin and continued existence of the present division between acts of duty and acts of 
charity. Moral attitudes are shaped by the needs of society, and no doubt society needs peo- 
ple who will observe the rules that make social existence tolerable. From the point of view 
of a particular society, it is essential to prevent violations of norms against killing, stealing, 
and so on. It is quite inessential, however, to help people outside one’s own society. 

If this is an explanation of our common distinction between duty and supererogation, 
however, it is not a justification of it. The moral point of view requires us to look beyond 
the interests of our own society. Previously, as I have already mentioned, this may hardly 
have been feasible, but it is quite feasible now. From the moral point of view, the preven- 
tion of the starvation of millions of people outside our society must be considered at least 
as pressing as the upholding of property norms within our society. 

It has been argued by some writers, among them Sidgwick and Urmson, that we need 
to have a basic moral code which is not too far beyond the capacities of the ordinary man, 
for otherwise there will be a general breakdown of compliance with the moral code. Crudely 
stated, this argument suggests that if we tell people that they ought to refrain from mur- 
der and give everything they do not really need to famine relief, they will do neither, 
whereas if we tell them that they ought to refrain from murder and that it is good to give 
to famine relief but not wrong not to do so, they will at least refrain from murder. The issue 
here is: Where should we draw the line between conduct that is required and conduct that 
is good although not required, so as to get the best possible result? This would seem to be 
an empirical question, although a very difficult one. One objection to the Sidgwick-Urm- 
son line of argument is that it takes insufficient account of the effect that moral standards 
can have on the decisions we make. Given a society in which a wealthy man who gives five 
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percent of his income to famine relief is regarded as most generous, it is not surprising that 
a proposal that we all ought to give away half our incomes will be thought to be absurdly 
unrealistic. In a society which held that no man should have more than enough while oth- 
ers have less than they need, such a proposal might seem narrow-minded. What it is pos- 
sible for a man to do and what he is likely to do are both, I think, very greatly influenced 
by what people around him are doing and expecting him to do. In any case, the possibility 
that by spreading the idea that we ought to be doing very much more than we are to re- 
lieve famine we shall bring about a general breakdown of moral behavior seems remote. If 
the stakes are an end to widespread starvation, it is worth the risk. Finally, it should be em- 
phasized that these considerations are relevant only to the issue of what we should require 
from others, and not to what we ourselves ought to do. 

The second objection to my attack on the present distinction between duty and char- 
ity is one which has from time to time been made against utilitarianism. It follows from 
some forms of utilitarian theory that we all ought, morally, to be working full time to in- 
crease the balance of happiness over misery. The position I have taken here would not lead 
to this conclusion in all circumstances, for if there were no bad occurrences that we could 
prevent without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance, my argument 
would have no application. Given the present conditions in many parts of the world, how- 
ever, it does follow from my argument that we ought, morally, to be working full time to 
relieve great suffering of the sort that occurs as a result of famine or other disasters. Of 
course, mitigating circumstances can be adduced—for instance, that if we wear ourselves 
out through overwork, we shall be less effective than we would otherwise have been. Nev- 
ertheless, when all considerations of this sort have been taken into account, the conclusion 
remains: we ought to be preventing as much suffering as we can without sacrificing some- 
thing else of comparable moral importance. This conclusion is one which we may be re- 
luctant to face. I cannot see, though, why it should be regarded as a criticism of the posi- 
tion for which I have argued, rather than a criticism of our ordinary standards of behavior. 
Since most people are self-interested to some degree, very few of us are likely to do every- 
thing that we ought to do. It would, however, hardly be honest to take this as evidence 
that it is not the case that we ought to do it. 

It may still be thought that my conclusions are so wildly out of line with what every- 
one else thinks and has always thought that there must be something wrong with the ar- 
gument somewhere. In order to show that my conclusions, while certainly contrary to con- 
temporary Western moral standards, would not have seemed so extraordinary at other 
times and in other places, I would like to quote a passage from a writer not normally 
thought of as a way-out radical, Thomas Aquinas. Now, according to the natural order in- 
stituted by divine providence, material goods are provided for the satisfaction of human 
needs. Therefore the division and appropriation of property, which proceeds from human 
law, must not hinder the satisfaction of man’s necessity from such goods. Equally, what- 
ever a man has in superabundance is owed, of natural right, to the poor for their suste- 
nance. So Ambrosius says, and it is also to be found in the Decretum Gratiani: “The bread 
which you withhold belongs to the hungry; the clothing you shut away, to the naked; and 
the money you bury in the earth is the redemption and freedom of the penniless.” 

I now want to consider a number of points, more practical than philosophical, which 
are relevant to the application of the moral conclusion we have reached. These points chal- 
lenge not the idea that we ought to be doing all we can to prevent starvation, but the idea 
that giving away a great deal of money is the best means to this end. 

It is sometimes said that overseas aid should be a government responsibility, and 
that therefore one ought not to give to privately run charities. Giving privately, it is said, 
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allows the government and the noncontributing members of society to escape their 
responsibilities. 

This argument seems to assume that the more people there are who give to privately 
organized famine relief funds, the less likely it is that the government will take over full 
responsibility for such aid. This assumption is unsupported, and does not strike me as at 
all plausible. The opposite view—that if no one gives voluntarily, a government will as- 
sume that its citizens are uninterested in famine relief and would not wish to be forced 
into giving aid—seems more plausible. In any case, unless there were a definite probabil- 
ity that by refusing to give one would be helping to bring about massive government as- 
sistance, people who do refuse to make voluntary contributions are refusing to prevent a 
certain amount of suffering without being able to point to any tangible beneficial conse- 
quence of their refusal. So the onus of showing how their refusal will bring about govern- 
ment action is on those who refuse to give. 

I do not, of course, want to dispute the contention that governments of affluent nations 
should be giving many times the amount of genuine, no-strings-attached aid that they are 
giving now. I agree, too, that giving privately is not enough, and that we ought to be cam- 
paigning actively for entirely new standards for both public and private contributions to 
famine relief. Indeed, I would sympathize with someone who thought that campaigning 
was more important than giving oneself, although I doubt whether preaching what one 
does not practice would be very effective. Unfortunately, for many people the idea that “it’s 
the government’s responsibility” is a reason for not giving which does not appear to entail 
any political action either. 

Another, more serious reason for not giving to famine relief funds is that until there is 
effective population control, relieving famine merely postpones starvation. If we save the 
Bengal refugees now, others, perhaps the children of these refugees, will face starvation in 
a few years’ time. In support of this, one may cite the now well-known facts about the popu- 
lation explosion and the relatively limited scope for expanded production. 

This point, like the previous one, is an argument against relieving suffering that is hap- 
pening now, because of a belief about what might happen in the future; it is unlike the 
previous point in that very good evidence can be adduced in support of this belief about 
the future. I will not go into the evidence here. I accept that the earth cannot support in- 
definitely a population rising at the present rate. This certainly poses a problem for any- 
one who thinks it important to prevent famine. Again, however, one could accept the ar- 
gument without drawing the conclusion that it absolves one from any obligation to do 
anything to prevent famine. The conclusion that should be drawn is that the best means 
of preventing famine, in the long run, is population control. It would then follow from 
the position reached earlier that one ought to be doing all one can to promote population 
control (unless one held that all forms of population control were wrong in themselves, or 
would have significantly bad consequences). Since there are organizations working specifi- 
cally for population control, one would then support them rather than more orthodox 
methods of preventing famine. 

A third point raised by the conclusion reached earlier relates to the question of just how 
much we all ought to be giving away. One possibility, which has already been mentioned, 
is that we ought to give until we reach the level of marginal utility—that is, the level at 
which, by giving more, I would cause as much suffering to myself or my dependents as I 
would relieve by my gift. This would mean, of course, that one would reduce oneself to 
very near the material circumstances of a Bengali refugee. It will be recalled that earlier I 
put forward both a strong and a moderate version of the principle of preventing bad oc- 
currences. The strong version, which required us to prevent bad things from happening 
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unless in doing so we would be sacrificing something of comparable moral significance, 
does seem to require reducing ourselves to the level of marginal utility. I should also say 
that the strong version seems to me to be the correct one. I proposed the more moderate 
version—that we should prevent bad occurrences unless, to do so, we had to sacrifice some- 
thing morally significant—only in order to show that even on this surely undeniable prin- 
ciple a great change in our way of life is required. On the more moderate principle, it may 
not follow that we ought to reduce ourselves to the level of marginal utility, for one might 
hold that to reduce oneself and one’s family to this level is to cause something significantly 
bad to happen. Whether this is so I shall not discuss, since, as I have said, I can see no 
good reason for holding the moderate version of the principle rather than the strong ver- 
sion. Even if we accepted the principle only in its moderate form, however, it should be 
clear that we would have to give away enough to ensure that the consumer society, de- 
pendent as it is on people spending on trivia rather than giving to famine relief, would 
slow down and perhaps disappear entirely. There are several reasons why this would be de- 
sirable in itself. The value and necessity of economic growth are now being questioned not 
only by conservationists, but by economists as well.’ There is no doubt, too, that the con- 
sumer society has had a distorting effect on the goals and purposes of its members. Yet 
looking at the matter purely from the point of view of overseas aid, there must be a limit 
to the extent to which we should deliberately slow down our economy; for it might be the 
case that if we gave away, say, forty percent of our Gross National Product, we would slow 
down the economy so much that in absolute terms we would be giving less than if we gave 
twenty-five percent of the much larger GNP that we would have if we limited our con- 
tribution to this smaller percentage. 

I mention this only as an indication of the sort of factor that one would have to take 
into account in working out an ideal. Since Western societies generally consider one per- 
cent of the GNP an acceptable level for overseas aid, the matter is entirely academic. Nor 
does it affect the question of how much an individual should give in a society in which 
very few are giving substantial amounts. 

It is sometimes said, though less often now than it used to be, that philosophers have 
no special role to play in public affairs, since most public issues depend primarily on an as- 
sessment of facts. On questions of fact, it is said, philosophers as such have no special ex- 
pertise, and so it has been possible to engage in philosophy without committing oneself to 
any position on major public issues. No doubt there are some issues of social policy and for- 
eign policy about which it can truly be said that a really expert assessment of the facts is 
required before taking sides or acting, but the issue of famine is surely not one of these. The 
facts about the existence of suffering are beyond dispute. Nor, I think, is it disputed that 
we can do something about it, either through orthodox methods of famine relief or through 
population control or both. This is therefore an issue on which philosophers are competent 
to take a position. The issue is one which faces everyone who has more money than he needs 
to support himself and his dependents, or who is in a position to take some sort of politi- 
cal action. These categories must include practically every teacher and student of philoso- 
phy in the universities of the Western world. If philosophy is to deal with matters that are 
relevant to both teachers and students, this is an issue that philosophers should discuss. 

Discussion, though, is not enough. What is the point of relating philosophy to public 
(and personal) affairs if we do not take our conclusions seriously? In this instance, taking 
our conclusion seriously means acting upon it. The philosopher will not find it any easier 
than anyone else to alter his attitudes and way of life to the extent that, if I am right, is 
involved in doing everything that we ought to be doing. At the very least, though, one 
can make a start. The philosopher who does so will have to sacrifice some of the benefits 
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of the consumer society, but he can find compensation in the satisfaction of a way of life 
in which theory and practice, if not yet in harmony, are at least coming together. 


Notes 


1. There was also a third possibility: that India would go to war to enable the refugees to return to 
their lands. Since I wrote this paper, India has taken this way out. The situation is no longer that 
described above, but this does not affect my argument, as the next paragraph indicates. 

2. In view of the special sense philosophers often give to the term, I should say that I use “obliga- 
tion” simply as the abstract noun derived from “ought,” so that “I have an obligation to” means 
no more, and no less, than “I ought to.” This usage is in accordance with the definition of “ought” 
given by the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary: “the general verb to express duty or obligation.” I 
do not think any issue of substance hangs on the way the term is used; sentences in which I use 
“obligation” would all be rewritten, although somewhat clumsily, as sentences in which a clause 
containing “ought” replaces the term “obligation.” 

3. J. O. Urmson, “Saints and Heroes,” in Essays in Moral Philosophy, ed. Abraham I. Melden (Seat- 
tle and London, 1958), p. 214. For a related but significantly different view see also Henry Sidg- 
wick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th edn. (London, 1907), pp. 220—221, 492-493. 

4. Summa Theologica, II-II, Question 66, Article 7, in Aquinas, Selected Political Writings, ed. A. P. 
d’Entreves, trans. J. G. Dawson (Oxford, 1948), p. 171. 

5. See, for instance, John Kenneth Galbraith, The New Industrial State (Boston, 1967); and E. J. 
Mishan, The Costs of Economic Growth (London, 1967). 
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Famine Relief and the Ideal Moral Code 


What do those of us who are relatively affluent owe, from a moral standpoint, to those 
who are hungry and sick and who may die without assistance?' In a provocative and im- 
portant article “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” Peter Singer defends what he terms an 
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“uncontroversial” moral principle, that we ought to prevent evil whenever we can do so 
without sacrificing something of comparable moral significance. In doing so, he argues 
there is a duty to provide aid whenever others are in greater need and will suffer without 
our help.’ Other philosophers, relying on the principle that all human life is of equal value, 
have reached similar conclusions.’ My first concern, then, is to assess such arguments on 
their own terms, asking whether these arguments do, in fact, establish a duty to give aid. 
I will argue, in response, that our moral “intuitions” include not only the commitments 
they emphasize but also entitlements, which suggests that people who deserve or have 
rights to their earnings may be allowed to keep them. 

But the fact that our social moral code includes entitlements is not a complete answer, 
for it is possible that contemporary moral attitudes are mistaken and our accepted code is 
defective. So, in the final sections I ask whether a moral reformer might reasonably claim 
that an “ideal” moral code would reject entitlements, arguing that in fact it would not. 


A DUTY TO PREVENT EVIL? 


What do we intuitively believe, on the basis of our accepted moral views, about helping 
people in desperate need? Some have argued that the ideal of treating people equally re- 
quires that we do much more to aid other than is usually supposed. Richard Watson, for 
example, emphasizes what he calls the “principle of equity.” Since “all human life is of 
equal value,” and since difference in treatment should be “based on freely chosen actions 
and not accidents of birth or environment,” he thinks that we have “equal rights to the 
necessities of life.”* To distribute food unequally assumes that some lives are worth more 
than others, an assumption that, he says, we do not accept. Watson believes, in fact, that 
we put such importance on the “equity principle” that it should not be violated even if 
unequal distribution is the only way for anybody to survive. (Leaving aside for the mo- 
ment whether or not he is correct about our code, it seems to me that if it really did re- 
quire us to commit mass suicide rather than allow inequality in wealth, we would want 
to abandon it for a more suitable set of moral rules. But more on that later.) 

Begin with the premise: Is Watson correct that all life is of equal value? Did Adolph 
Hitler and Martin Luther King, for example, lead equally valuable lives? Clearly one did 
far more good, the other far more harm; who would deny that while King fought for peo- 
ple’s rights, Hitler violated them on a massive scale? Nor are moral virtues like courage, 
kindness, and trustworthiness equally distributed among people. So there are many im- 
portant senses in which people are not, in fact, morally equal: Some lives are more valu- 
able to others, and some people are just, generous, and courageous, whereas others are un- 
just, cheap, and cowardly. 

Yet, all the same, the ideal of equality is often thought to be a cornerstone of morality 
and justice. But what does it mean to say all people are “equal”? It seems to me that we 
might have in mind one of two things. First is an idea that Thomas Jefferson expressed in 
the Declaration of Independence. “All men are created equal” meant, for him, that no man 
is the moral inferior of another, that, in other words, there are certain rights that all men 
share equally, including life and liberty. We are entitled in many areas to pursue our own 
lives without interference from others, just as no person is the natural slave of another. But, 
as Jefferson also knew, equality in that sense does not require equal distribution of the ne- 
cessities of life, only that we not interfere with one another, allowing instead every person 
the liberty to pursue his own affairs, so long as he does not violate the rights of others. 

Some people, however, have something different in mind when they speak of human 
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equality. To develop this second idea, we turn to Singer's argument in “Famine, Affluence, 
and Morality.” In that essay, Singer argues that two general moral principles are widely ac- 
cepted and then that those principles imply an obligation to eliminate starvation. 

The first of the two principles he thinks we accept is simply that “suffering and death 
from lack of food, shelter, and medical care are bad.” Some may be inclined to think that 
the mere existence of such an evil in itself places an obligation on others, but that is, of 
course, the problem that Singer addresses. I take it that he is not begging the question in 
this obvious way and will argue from the existence of evil to the obligation of others to 
eliminate it. But how, exactly, does he establish this? The second principle, he thinks, 
shows the connection, but it is here that I wish to raise some questions. This second prin- 
ciple, which I call the “greater moral evil principle,” states chat: 


If it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of 
comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it.’ 


In other words, people are entitled to keep their earnings only if there is no way for them 
to prevent a greater evil by giving them away. Providing others with food, clothing, and 
housing is generally of more importance than buying luxuries, so the greater moral evil 
principle now requires substantial redistribution of wealth. 

Certainly few of us live by that principle, although, as Singer emphasizes, that hardly 
means that we are justified in behaving as we do. We often fail to live up to our own stan- 
dards. Why does Singer think our shared morality requires that we follow the greater 
moral evil principle? What argument does he give for it? 

He begins with an analogy. Suppose you came across a child drowning in a shallow 
pond. Certainly we feel it would be wrong for you not to help. Even if saving a child meant 
you would dirty your clothes, we would emphasize that those clothes are not of compara- 
ble significance to the child’s life. The greater moral evil principle thus seems a natural 
way of capturing why we think it would be wrong not to help. 

But the argument for the greater moral evil principle is not limited to Singer's claim 
that it explains our feelings about the drowning child or that it appears “uncontroversial.” 
Moral equality also enters the picture, in the following way.‘ In addition to the Jefferson- 
ian idea that we share certain rights equally, most of us are also attracted to another con- 
ception of equality, namely, that like amounts of suffering (or happiness) are of equal sig- 
nificance, no matter who is experiencing them. I cannot reasonably say that, while my pain 
is no more severe than yours, I am somehow special and that it’s therefore more impor- 
tant, objectively speaking, that mine be alleviated. Impartiality requires us to admit the 
Opposite—that no one has a unique status thai warrants such special consideration. 

But if we fail to give money to famine relief and instead purchase a new car when the 
old one will do, or buy fancy clothes for a friend when his or her old ones are perfectly good, 
are we not assuming that the relatively minor enjoyment we or our friends may get is as 
important as another person’s life? And that, it seems, is a form of prejudice; we are acting 
as if people were not equal in the sense that their interests deserve equal consideration. We 
are giving special consideration to ourselves or to our group, rather as a racist does. Equal 
consideration of interests thus leads naturally to the greater moral evil principle. 


ENTITLEMENTS 


Equal consideration seems to require that we prevent harm to others if in doing so we do 
not sacrifice anything of comparable moral importance. But there is also another side to 
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the coin, which Singer ignores. This idea can be expressed rather awkwardly by the notion 
of entitlements, by which I have in mind the thought that having either a right or justly 
deserving something can also be important as we think about our obligations to others. A 
few examples will show what I mean. 

One way we can help others is by giving away body parts. While your life may be short- 
ened by the loss of a kidney or less enjoyable if lived with only one eye, those cases are 
probably not comparable to the loss experienced by a person who will die without a kid- 
ney transplant or who is totally blind. Or perhaps, using Judith Thomson’s analogy, some- 
body needs to remain hooked up to you for an extended period of time while awaiting a 
transplant.’ It seems clear, however, that our code does not require such heroism; you are 
entitled to your second eye and kidney and to control who uses your body, and that enti- 
tlement blocks the inference from the fact that you could prevent harm to the conclusion 
that you ought to let others have or use your body. 

We express these ideas in terms of rights; it’s your body, you have a right to it, and that 
weighs against whatever duty you have to help. To give up your right to your kidney for 
a stranger is more than is required; it’s heroic—unless, of course, you have freely agreed 
to let the person use your body, which brings us to the next point. 

There are two types of rights, negative and positive. Negative rights are rights against 
interference by others. The right to life, for example, is a right not to be killed by others; 
the right against assault is a right not to suffer physical harm from others. The right to 
one’s body, the right to property, the right to privacy, and the right to exercise religious 
freedom are also negative, requiring only that people leave others alone and not interfere. 
Positive rights, however, are rights to receive some benefit. By contracting to pay wages, 
employers acquire the duty to pay the employees who work for them; if the employer backs 
out of the deal, the employees’ positive right to receive a paycheck is violated. 

Negative rights also differ from positive rights in that the former are natural or human, 
in the sense that they depend on what you are, not what you've done. All persons, we as- 
sume, have the right to life. If lower animals lack negative moral rights to life or liberty, 
it is because there is a relevant difference between them and us. But the positive rights 
you may have are not natural in that sense; they arise because others have promised, agreed, 
or contracted to do something, just as you may have an obligation to let them use your 
property or even your body if you have so agreed. The right not to be killed does not de- 
pend on anything you or anybody else has done, but the right to be paid a wage makes 
sense only on the basis of prior agreements. 

None of that is to say that rights, whether negative or positive, are beyond controversy. 
Rights come in a variety of shapes and sizes, and people often disagree about both their 
shape and their size. And while some rights are part of our generally shared moral code 
and widely accepted, others are controversial and hotly disputed. 

Normally, then, a duty to help a stranger in need is based not on a right the person has 
but, instead, on the general duty all people have to aid those in need (as Singer's drown- 
ing child illustrates). A genuine right to be aided requires something more, such as a con- 
tract or promise to accept responsibility for the child. Consider, for example a babysitter 
who agrees to watch out for someone else’s children but instead allows a child to drown. 
We would think that under the circumstances the parent whose child has drowned would 
in fact be doubly wronged. First, like everybody else, the person who agreed to watch the 
child should not have cruelly or thoughtlessly let it drown. But it’s also the case that here, 
unlike Singer’s example, we can also say there are rights at stake; promises were made that 
imposed special obligations on the babysitter. Other bystanders also act wrongly by cru- 
elly ignoring the child, but the babysitter violates rights as well. 
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I am not suggesting that rights are all we need to take into account. Moral rights are 
one—but only one—factor to be weighed; we also have other obligations that should be 
considered. This view, like the greater moral evil principle, is an oversimplification. In re- 
ality, our moral code expects us to help people in need as well as to respect negative and 
positive rights. But it also seems clear that, besides being asked by our moral code to re- 
spect the rights of others, we are entitled, at least sometimes, to invoke our own rights as 
justification for what we do. It is not as if we promised to help, or are in any way respon- 
sible for the person’s situation. Our social moral code teaches that although passing by a 
drowning child whom we can easily save is wrong, we need not ignore our own rights and 
give away our savings to help distant strangers solely on the basis of the greater moral evil 
principle. 

A second form of entitlement involves just deserts: the idea that sometimes people de- 
serve to keep what they have acquired. To see its role in our moral code, imagine an in- 
dustrious farmer who manages through hard work to produce a surplus of food for the win- 
ter while a lazy neighbor spends the summer relaxing. Must our industrious farmer give 
the surplus away because without it that neighbor, who refused to work, will suffer? Under 
certain circumstances we might say because of the greater moral evil principle the farmer 
should help, but not necessarily. What this shows is that once again we have more than 
one factor to weigh. Besides, the evil that could be prevented, we (and the hard-working 
farmer, too) should also consider the fact that one person earned the food, through hard 
work. And while it might be the case that just desert is outweighed by the greater need 
of a neighbor, being outweighed is in any case not the same as weighing nothing! 

Sometimes just desert can be negative in the sense of unwanted, as well as something 
regarded as a good. The fact that the Nazi war criminals did what they did means they 
deserve punishment: We have a good reason to send them to jail, on the basis of just desert. 
Other considerations, for example, the fact that nobody will be deterred or that the crimi- 
nal is old and harmless, may weigh against punishment, and we may even decide not to 
pursue the case for that reason. But, again, that does not mean that deserving to be pun- 
ished is irrelevant, just that we've decided for other reasons to ignore desert in this case. 
But again I repeat: A principle’s being outweighed is not the same as its having no 
importance. 

Our social moral code thus honors both the greater moral evil principle and entitle- 
ments. The former emphasizes equality, claiming that from an objective point of view all 
comparable suffering, whomever its victim, is equally significant. It encourages us to take 
an impartial look at all the various effects of our actions and is therefore forward-looking. 
When we consider entitlements, however, our attention is directed to the past. Whether 
we have rights to money, property, or even our body depends on how we came to possess 
them. If money was stolen, for example, then the thief has no right to it. Or perhaps a per- 
son has promised to trade something; this would again (under normal circumstances) mean 
loss of entitlement. Like rights, just desert is also backward-looking, emphasizing past 
effort or past transgressions that now warrant responses such as reward, gratitude, or 
punishment. 

I am suggesting, then, that, expressing both equality and entitlements, our social moral 
code pulls in different directions. How, then, are we to determine when one principle ts 
more important? Unless we are moral relativists, the mere fact that equality and entitle- 
ments are both part of our moral code does not in itself justify a person's reliance on them, 
any more than the fact that our moral code once condemned racial mixing while condon- 
ing sexual discrimination and slavery should convince us that those principles are jus- 
tified. We all assume (I trust) that the more enlightened moral code—the one we now 
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subscribe to—is better in part just because it condemns discrimination and slavery. Be- 
cause we know that the rules that define acceptable behavior are continually changing, and 
sometimes changing for the better, we must allow for the replacement of inferior princi- 
ples with more reasonable guidelines. 

Viewed in that light, the issue posed by Singer’s argument is really whether we should 
reform our current social moral code and reject entitlements, at least insofar as they con- 
flict with the greater moral evil principle. What could justify our practice of evaluating 
actions by looking backward to rights and just desert instead of only to their conse- 
quences? To pursue these questions, we need to look more closely at how we might jus- 
tify the moral rules and principles that constitute a society's moral code; we will then be 
able to ask whether, although entitlements are part of our current code, we would improve 
that code—bring it closer to an ideal code—if they were not included. 


THE CONCEPT OF A SOCIAL MORAL CODE 


So I suggest that we first say something more about the nature and purpose of social moral 
codes in general; then we will turn to entitlements. We can begin with the obvious: A 
moral code is a system of principles, rules, and other standards that guide people’s con- 
duct.® As such, it has characteristics in common with other systems of rules and standards, 
such as the rules of organizations. Social clubs, sports leagues, corporations, bureaucracies, 
professional associations, even The Organization all have standards that govern the behav- 
ior of members. 

Such rules function in various ways, imposing different sanctions depending on the na- 
ture of the organization. Violation of a university’s code of conduct leads to one sort of 
punishment, while different types of sanctions are typically imposed by a social club or by 
the American Bar Association. 

Some standards of conduct are not limited to members of a specific organization but 
instead apply more broadly, and it is to those that we now turn. Law, for example, is a so- 
cial practice rather than an organization. So are etiquette and customs. All these codes 
apply broadly, not just to members of an organization who have chosen to join. It will be 
most helpful in our thinking about the nature of a moral code to compare it with these 
other social practices, along a variety of dimensions. 

As we noted with organizations, here too the form sanctions take vary among the 
different types of codes.’ While in our legal system transgressions are punished by fines, 
jail, or even execution, informal sanctions of praise, criticism, and ostracism encourage 
conformity to the standards of morality and etiquette. Besides the type of sanctions, a 
second difference among these codes is that while violation of a moral principle is al- 
ways a serious affair, this need not be so for legal rules or the norms of etiquette and 
custom. Many of us think it unimportant whether a fork is on the left side of a plate 
or the right, or whether an outmoded and widely ignored Sunday ‘closing law is vio- 
lated. But violation of a moral principle is not ignored or thought trivial; indeed, the 
fact that a moral principle has lost its importance is often indicated by its “demotion” 
to mere custom. 

A third contrast, in addition to differences in sanctions and in importance, is that, un- 
like morality, custom, and etiquette, legal systems include, besides criminal and civil 
rules, other “constitutional” rules governing how those laws are to be created, modified, 
and eliminated.” Under the U.S. Constitution, for instance, if Congress acts to change 
the tax laws, then as of the date stated in the statute the rules are changed."' Moral rules, 
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etiquette, and customs also change, of course, but they do so without benefit of any agreed 
procedure identifying who or how the changes occur or when they take effect. 

So far, then, we’ve noted that different codes and standards of behavior can vary widely, 
along a number of dimensions. Some apply narrowly, only to members of a specific orga- 
nization, while others extend broadly. And while all codes include rules or other stan- 
dards to guide conduct, the sanctions that are imposed by different codes differ widely, 
as do the ways rules for change and the importance assigned to violations of the different 
codes. 

The final point I want to make about rules generally, before looking specifically at 
morality, is that all standards serve a purpose, although what chat purpose is will again 
vary with the organization or practice in question. Rules that govern games, for exam- 
ple, are often changed, either informally among players or by a governing organization 
like the National Football League. This is done in order to more effectively achieve the 
goals of the game, although the goals often vary and are sometimes open to dispute. 
Sometimes, for example, rules may be changed to improve safety (e.g., car design in auto 
racing) or even to make the sport more exciting but less safe. Other times rules might 
be changed to accommodate younger players, such as abolishing the walk in kids’ base- 
ball. Similar points can be made about organizations, as, for example, when a corpora- 
tion changes its standards for how many hours people work or a university changes the 
deadline for dropping a class. 

Like the rules that govern games and organizations, legal and moral rules and princi- 
ples also change in ways that serve their purposes either better or worse. But here enters 
one final, important point—because there can be deep disagreement about the purposes 
of such practices, there can also be disagreement about the rules themselves, including 
when there should be exceptions, what exactly they require, and the circumstances under 
which they can be ignored. Such a dispute about rules can rest on deeper, sometimes hid- 
den disagreements about the purposes of the organization, just as differences between fun- 
damentalists and liberals over religious rules and principles can also uncover disagree- 
ments about the purposes of religious practices. 

Turning to morality, first consider a traditional rule such as the one prohibiting homo- 
sexual behavior. Assuming people could agree that the rule serves no useful purpose but 
instead only increases the burden of guilt, shame, and social rejection borne by a signifi- 
cant portion of society, then it seems that people would have good reason to alter their 
rules about sexual conduct and no longer condemn homosexuality. But people who see 
morality as serving another purpose, for instance, encouraging behavior that is compati- 
ble with God’s will or with “natural” law, might oppose such a change. Or suppose, less 
controversially, that rules against killing and lying help us to accomplish what we want 
from a moral code. In that case, we have good reason to include those rules in our “ideal” 
moral code. 

My suggestion, then, is that there is a connection between what we ought to do and 
how well a code serves its purposes. If a rule serves well the goals of a moral code, then we 
have reason to obey it. But if, on the other hand, a rule is useless, or if it frustrates the pur- 
poses of morality, we have reason neither to support it, teach it, nor to follow it (assum- 
ing, as I said, we agree what the purpose of a social moral code is). 

This suggests, then, the following conception of a right action: Any action is right if 
and only if it conforms with an ideal moral code for the society in which we are living. 
We will say more about this shortly, but most basically we must consider what, exactly, 
an ideal moral code is. In order to answer that, we must first ask ourselves the purpose that 
we hope to accomplish by creating, teaching, and enforcing a moral code for society. 
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THE IDEAL SOCIAL MORAL CODE 


One possibility, already suggested, is that morality’s purpose depends on God—that mo- 
rality serves to encourage people to act in accord with God’s will. But I want to suggest, 
and very briefly defend, another view, namely, that the ideal moral code is the one that, 
when recognized and taught by members of society, would have the best consequences. By 
best consequences, I mean that it would most effectively promote the collective well-being 
of those living under it.” (It’s worth noting right off, however, that a religious person need 
not reject this out of hand but instead might reason that the general well-being is also 
what God would wish for creation.) 

In pursuing this idea, it is helpful to return to the comparison between legal and moral 
standards. Clearly, both morality and law serve to discourage some of the same types of 
behavior—killing, robbing, and beating—while they both also encourage other acts, such 
as repaying debts, keeping important agreements, and providing for one’s children. The 
reason for rules that discourage acts like killing and beating seems clear enough, for imag- 
ine the disastrous consequences for human life absent such moral and legal rules. This idea 
is further substantiated when we think about how children are taught that it is wrong to 
hit a baby brother or sister. Parents typically explain such rules in terms of their purpose, 
emphasizing that it hurts and can harm others when we hit them. At root, then, it seems 
at least plausible to suppose that these rules of morality and law function to keep people 
from causing unjustified harm to each other. A world in which people were allowed to kill 
and assault each other without fear of legal or moral sanctions would be far more miser- 
able than a world in which such behavior is discouraged. Concern for general welfare ex- 
plains how we learn moral standards as children and why we support them as adults. 

In addition to justifying rules that prevent harmful behavior, the other rules I men- 
tioned that encourage different types of behavior can also be justified by their social con- 
sequences. Our own well-being, as well as that of our friends, family, and, indeed, society 
as a whole, depends on people’s generally keeping promises and fulfilling agreements. 
Without laws and moral rules to encourage such behavior, the institutions of promising 
and contracting would likely be unsustainable, and with their passing would be lost all 
the useful consequences that flow from our ability to bind ourselves and others by promis- 
ing and contracting. 

Moral rules thus promote our own welfare by discouraging acts of violence and creat- 
ing and by maintaining social conventions like promising and paying debts. They also per- 
form the same service for our family, friends, and, indeed, all of us. A life wholly without 
legal and moral codes would be in danger of deteriorating into what Thomas Hobbes long 
ago feared: a state of nature in which life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. 

Many may find these thoughts fairly uncontroversial, thinking it obvious that moral 
codes are justified by their good consequences. But what more might be said to those who 
remain skeptical? One suggestion, from David Hume, emphasizes the importance of sen- 
timent and feeling in human actions. It is, said Hume, only on the basis of feelings and 
sentiment that people can be moved to act at all, so that the key to understanding mor- 
ality is that human nature is marked not only by self-interest but also by a sentimental at- 
tachment to the well-being of others. We take pleasure, Hume thinks, in the thought that 
others are happy, as well as in our own happiness. This can be seen, he reasoned, from the 
fact that we 


frequently bestow praise on virtuous actions, performed in very distant ages and remote coun- 
tries; where the utmost subtlety of imagination would not discover any appearance of self- 
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interest, or find any connexion with our present happiness and security with events so widely 
separated from us." 


Hume might have added that there is evidence that sympathy and concern for others’ well- 
being are a natural part of our biological heritage, as well as an outgrowth of common 
sense. Some biologists, for example, think that many animals, particularly higher ones, 
take an interest in the welfare of other members of their species because such altruistic at- 
titudes enable the species to survive better.'* Others emphasize the inevitability of ac- 
quiring such sentiments through learning, arguing that feelings of benevolence originate 
naturally, via classical conditioning. We first develop negative associations with our own 
pain behavior (we associate screaming and writhing with our own pain), and this negative 
attitude is then generalized to the pain behavior of anybody."’ 

But whatever the reason behind sympathy, Hume concludes from this that we must re- 
nounce any moral theory 


which accounts for every moral sentiment by the principle of self-love: We must adopt a more 
public affection, and allow, that the interests of society are not, even on their own account, 
indifferent to us. 


Moral approval and condemnation, Hume is claiming, rest finally on sentiments rather 
than reason, but such sentiments extend beyond our own happiness to encompass the 
whole of humanity. Given such universal, sympathetic feelings for the well-being of 
others, he concludes, it is natural to understand a social moral code in terms of its utility 
or consequences on everybody's well-being. 

But suppose that not everybody shares these sympathetic attitudes toward others. It 
might seem that such a person would therefore have reason to reject the idea that the ideal 
moral code is the one with the best overall consequences. Instead, such an egoist might 
say that the truly best code would be the one that maximizes Ais own welfare, even if 
others are not benefited at all. Caring for nobody else, he might regard as “ideal” a code 
that gives him absolute power over the lives and property of others, for example. How, 
then, should such a person be responded to by somebody who, like me, thinks that the 
ideal code is the one that would have the best consequences for everybody and not just one 
individual? 

One possibility, of course, is to acknowledge that such a person has a mistaken view of 
morality precisely because the ideal code would benefit not only one person but to admit 
that such a person cannot be reasoned with, let alone refuted. But while that may seem 
right, it would of course leave the egoist unpersuaded and without any reason to behave 
in accord with the ideal moral code. Yet why should we care if we cannot convince such a 
person that the ideal code would be one that has the best consequences for everybody? 
Some people may remain unmoved by moral considerations, but maybe that should not 
concern those of us who are. 

But, that said, it’s instructive that we still do, in fact, have available a response to our 
imaginary egoist, one based on the social nature of a social moral code. Suppose we were 
to ask the rational egoist concerned only to promote his own well-being to consider 
whether it really would be rational for him to publicly support the moral code benefiting 
only himself. How, we might ask, would he expect others to react to the idea that society 
should recognize and teach a code that serves only his interest? The answer seems clear: 
Any egoists who spent time supporting such a code, defending it in public, and trying to 
have it adopted by others would not in fact be acting rationally. For that reason, even 
the egoist who cares only about his own well-being would be driven toward a conception 
of the ideal moral code (understood, for him, in the egoistic way as the one it is in his 
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self-interest to recognize and encourage others to adopt) that is not only acceptable from 
the perspective of a single person but that could be supported by others as well. But that 
means, in turn, that even our egoist’s conception of the ideal moral code begins to look 
more like the one that other people with more normal, sympathetic feelings would find 
ideal, namely, the one that would have the best consequences for everybody. A social moral 
code must be one that can function in the world, which means it must be able to win gen- 
eral public support. 

This line of thought, emphasizing the practical side of the ideal moral code, brings us 
finally to the issue with which we began: Would an ideal moral code (which I will now 
assume is the one that would have the best consequences generally, not just for one per- 
son) include principles that respect rights and just deserts, or would it, as Singer sug- 
gested, reject them completely in favor of the greater moral evil principle? The answer, I 
will argue, rests on the fact that an ideal moral code must not only be one that can hope 
to win public support but must be practical and workable in other important ways as well. 
The ideal code is one that works for people as they are, or at least can be encouraged to 
become. 


ARE RIGHTS PART OF THE IDEAL CODE? 


What we want to know is whether rights (and also just desert) would be included in the 
ideal code, understood as the one that, in the real world, would have the best consequences. 
Initially, it may seem they would not, since it appears that the best consequences could be 
realized by substituting the greater moral evil principle for entitlements, requiring peo- 
ple to prevent something bad whenever the cost to them is less significant than the bene- 
fit to another. This is true because, unlike entitlements, the greater moral evil principle 
more clearly and directly expresses the consequentialism I have been defending. 

But would such a single moral principle, recognized by society as its ideal, really have 
the best consequences? I suggest that the ideal code would not in fact ignore rights, for 
two reasons, each based on the fact that the ideal moral code must rest on realistic, accu- 
rate assumptions about human beings and our life in this world. 

The first takes us back to the discussion of self-love and altruism. Although I did sug- 
gest, following Hume, that we ought not ignore people’s altruistic side, it is also impor- 
tant that a social moral code not assume people are more altruistic than they are. Rules 
that would work only for angels are not the ideal ones for a society of human beings. While 
we do care about others’ well-being, especially those we love, we also care very deeply 
about ourselves. It would therefore be quite difficult to get people to accept a code that 
requires that they give away their savings or duplicate organs to a stranger simply because 
doing so would avoid even more evil, as would be required by the greater moral evil rule 
if not balanced by entitlements. Many people simply wouldn’t do as that rule required; 
they care too deeply about their own lives and welfare, as well as the welfare of loved ones. 

Indeed, were the moral code to attempt to require such saintliness despite these prob- 
lems, three results would likely follow. First, because many would not live up to the 
rules, despite having been taught they should, feelings of guilt would increase. Second, 
such a code would encourage conflict between those who met what they thought of as 
their moral obligations and those who did not. Such a situation is in contrast, of course, 
to one in which people who give generously and selflessly are thought of as heroes who 
have gone beyond what is morally required; in that event, unlike instances in which peo- 
ple don’t live up to society’s demands of them, the normal response is to praise them for 


NN a N —_ 


FAMINE RELIEF AND THE IDEAL MORAL CODE 817 


exceeding the moral minimum. And, third, a realistic code that doesn’t demand more 
than people can be expected to do might actually result in more giving than a code that 
ignores rights in favor of the greater moral evil rule. Think about how parents try to in- 
fluence how their children spend their money. Perhaps the children will buy less candy 
if they are allowed to do so occasionally but are also praised for spending on other things 
than they would if the purchase of candy were prohibited. We cannot assume that mak- 
ing what is now a charitable act into a requirement will always encourage such behav- 
ior. In summary, impractical rules would not only create guilt and social conflict, nei- 
ther of which is compatible with the ideal code, but would also tend to encourage the 
opposite of the desired result. By giving people the right to keep their property yet prais- 
ing those who do not exercise the right but help others instead, we have struck a good 
balance. : 

My second point is that an ideal moral code must not assume that people are more ob- 
jective, informed, and unbiased than they are. People often tend, we know, to rationalize 
when their interests are at stake—a fact that has many implications for the sorts of prin- 
ciples we would include in an ideal, welfare maximizing code. For example, we might at 
first be tempted to discourage slavish conformity to counterproductive rules, teaching peo- 
ple to break promises whenever doing so would have the best consequences. But again 
practicality enters: An ideal code would not be blind to people’s tendency to give special 
weight to their own welfare or to their inability always to be objective in tracing the ef- 
fects of different actions even when they want to be. So, while an ideal code would not 
teach that promises must never be broken no matter what the consequences, we also would 
not want to encourage breaking promises whenever people convince themselves that doing 
so would produce less evil. 

Similar considerations apply to property. Imagine a situation in which a person con- 
templates preventing an evil to herself or himself by taking something from a large store 
where it won't be missed. Such theft could easily be rationalized by the greater moral 
evil principle on grounds that stealing prevents something bad from happening (to the 
person who decides to steal) without sacrificing anything of comparable moral signifi- 
cance (the store won’t miss the goods). So, although a particular act of theft may some- 
times be welfare maximizing, it does not follow that a principle like Singer’s is part of an 
ideal code. To recognize and teach that theft is right whenever the robber is preventing 
greater evil, even to himself, would work only if people were far more objective, less li- 
able to self-deception, and more knowledgeable about the long-term consequences than 
they are. So here again, including rights that block such conclusions in our moral code 
serves a useful role, discouraging the tendency to rationalize our behavior by underesti- 
mating the harm we may cause to others or exaggerating the benefits that may accrue 
to ourselves. 


IS JUST DESERT PART OF 
THE IDEAL MORAL CODE? 


Similar practical considerations argue for including desert as well as rights in che ideal 
moral code. The case of the farmers, recall, was meant to illustrate that our current social 
moral code encourages the attitude that people who work hard deserve to be rewarded, 
just as people who behave badly deserve to be punished. Most of us feel that while it would 
be nice of the hard worker to help out a lazy neighbor, the worker also has reason—based 
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on his past effortr—to refuse. But, as I have stressed, it’s still an open question whether an 
ideal code would allow such “selfishness.” 

But as with rights, here again we must be careful that our conception of an ideal code 
is realistic and practical and does not assume people are more altruistic, informed, or ob- 
jective than they are. To see why this is relevant to the principle of just desert, we should 
first notice that for many people, at least, working and earning a living is not their favorite 
activity. People would often prefer to spend time doing something else, but they know 
they must work if they and their family hope to have a decent life. Indeed, if humans gen- 
erally are to live well, then goods and services must be produced and made available for 
wide use, which means that (I argue) incentives to work are an important factor in moti- 
vating people. 

One such incentive, of course, is income. A moral code can encourage hard work by al- 
lowing people to keep a large part of what they earn, by respecting both rights and the 
principle of just desert. “I worked hard for it, so I can keep it” is a familiar thought that 
expresses this attitude. 

But suppose we eliminated the notion of deserving what we work for from our code 
and asked people to follow the greater moral evil rule instead. What might happen? 
There are three possibilities. First, they might continue to produce as before, only this 
time motivated by the desire, derived from their social moral code, to prevent whatever 
evil they could, as long as the cost to them of doing so was not greater evil. But this 
seems to me quite unrealistic: While people are not egoists, neither are they that saintly 
and altruistic. 

Given that, one of two other outcomes could be expected. Perhaps people would stop 
working as hard, feeling that it is no longer worth the effort to help strangers rather than 
themselves or their family since they are morally required to give away all but what they 
can use without imposing a greater evil on anybody else. Suppose, to make it vivid, that 
the tax system enforces the greater moral evil rule, taking away all income that could be 
used to prevent a greater evil’s befalling somebody else. The result would be less work 
done, less total production of useful commodities, and therefore a general reduction in peo- 
ple’s well-being. The other possibility is that people would simply fail to live up to the 
standards of society’s moral code (having replaced desert with the greater moral evil rule), 
leading to widespread feelings of guilt and resentment by those (few?) who did behave as 
the code commands. In either case, I am suggesting, replacing the principle of just desert 
with the greater moral evil principle would actually worsen the situation. Like rights, the 
principle of just desert is also part of an ideal code. 


CONCLUSION 


The first sections of this paper attempted to show that our moral code is a bit self- 
contradictory. It seems to pull us in opposite directions, sometimes toward helping peo- 
ple who are in need and other times toward the view that rights and desert justify keep- 
ing things we have even if greater evil could be avoided were we to give away our extra 
eye or our savings account. This apparent inconsistency led us to a further question: Is the 
emphasis on rights and desert really defensible, or should we try to resolve the tension in 
our own code by rejecting entitlements in favor of the greater moral evil rule? In the last 
sections I have considered this question, focusing on the idea that we should understand 
the ideal moral code as the one that, if acknowledged and taught, would have the overall 
best consequences. Having suggested why it might seem sensible to conceive the ideal 


FAMINE RELIEF AND THE IDEAL MORAL CODE 819 


code this way, as the one that would produce the best consequences, I concluded by show- 
ing that an ideal code would not reject entitlements in favor of the greater moral evil rule. 
Concern that our moral code encourage effort and not fail because it unrealistically assumes 
people are more altruistic, informed, or objective than they are means that our rules giv- 
ing people rights to their possessions and encouraging distribution according to desert are 
part of an ideal moral code. The ideal moral code would therefore not teach people to try 
to seek the best consequences in each individual case, insisting they give entitlements no 
weight whatsoever. But neither have I argued, nor do I believe, that an ideal moral code 
would allow people to overlook those in desperate need by making entitlements absolute, 
any more than it would ignore entitlements in favor of the greater moral evil rule discussed 
earlier. 

But where would it draw the line? It’s hard to know, of course, but the following seems 
to me to be a sensible stab at an answer. Concerns of the sort I have outlined argue strongly 
against expecting too much of people’s selflessness or ability to make objective and in- 
formed decisions. A more modest proposal would require people to help strangers when 
there is no substantial cost to themselves, that is, when what they are sacrificing would 
not mean significant reduction in their own or their family’s level of happiness. Since most 
people’s savings accounts and nearly everybody’s second kidney are not insignificant, en- 
titlements would in those cases outweigh another's need. But if what is at stake is truly 
trivial, as dirtying one’s clothes would normally be, then an ideal moral code would not 
allow rights to override the greater evil that can be prevented. 

Another point is that, again mindful of the need to be realistic in what it expects of 
people, an ideal code might also distinguish between cases in which the evil is directly 
present to a person (as in the drowning child) and cases involving distant people. The rea- 
son, of course, is again practical: People are more likely to help people with whom they 
have direct contact and when they can see immediately the evil they will prevent than they 
are to help strangers. So while such a distinction may seem morally arbitrary, viewed from 
the perspective of an ideal moral code it seems to make good sense. 

Despite our code’s unclear and sometimes self-contradictory posture, it seems to me 
that these conclusions are not that different from our current moral attitudes; an ideal 
moral code thus might not be a great deal different from our own. We tend to fault self- 
ish people who give little or nothing to charity and expect those with more to give more. 
Yet we do not ask people to make large sacrifices of their own or their family’s well-being 
in order to aid distant strangers. Singer's arguments do remind us, however, that entitle- 
ments are not absolute and that we all have some duty to help. But the greater moral evil 
rule expresses only part of the story and is not needed to make that point.” 
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stitution and tax structure. It is therefore possible to argue that while the ideal moral code cor- 
rectly captures the personal duties we owe to everybody, including foreigners and strangers, a 
just political order requires more extensive help to fellow citizens with whom we share the basic 
institutions of society. Many reasons could be given for making such a distinction, including 
the fact that it may be more practical to expect people to provide welfare when undertaken col- 
lectively, by government, than to do so on their own in the form of private charity enforced 
only by morality’s informal sanctions. People may also be more inclined to look to the needs of 
people near home, who share a common national identity and history. Nor, finally, should we 
conclude that political justice must be understood in the same, utilitarian way that I have been 
defending here. While understanding private morality in terms of an ideal moral code that has 
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philosophically distinct and also more demanding than is the ideal social moral code. Tax pro- 
visions securing a minimum income and fair equality of opportunity, for example, may be owed 
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hunting, and the use of animals in science. 


The Case for Animal Rights 


I regard myself as an advocate of animal rights—as a part of the animal rights movement. 
That movement, as I conceive it, is committed to a number of goals, including: 


e the total abolition of the use of animals in science; 
e the total dissolution of commerical animal agriculture; 


e the total elimination of commercial and sport hunting and trapping. 


There are, I know, people who profess to believe in animal rights but do not avow these 
goals. Factory farming, they say, is wrong—it violates animals’ rights—but traditional 
animal agriculture is all right. Toxicity tests of cosmetics on animals violates their rights, 
but important medical research—cancer research, for example—does not. The clubbing of 
baby seals is abhorrent, but not the harvesting of adult seals. I used to think I understood 
this reasoning. Not any more. You don’t change unjust institutions by tidying them up. 

What’s wrong—fundamentally wrong—with the way animals are treated isn’t the de- 
tails that vary from case to case. It’s the whole system. The forlornness of the veal calf is 
pathetic, heart wrenching; the pulsing pain of the chimp with electrodes planted deep in 
her brain is repulsive; the slow, tortuous death of the racoon caught in the leg-hold trap 
is agonizing. But what is wrong isn’t the pain, isn’t the suffering, isn’t the deprivation. 
These compound what’s wrong. Sometimes—often—they make it much, much worse. But 
they are not the fundamental wrong. 

The fundamental wrong is the system that allows us to view animals as our resources, 
here for 7s—to be eaten, or surgically manipulated, or exploited for sport or money. Once 
we accept this view of animals—as our resources—the rest is as predictable as it is re- 
grettable. Why worry about their loneliness, their pain, their death? Since animals exist 
for us, to benefit us in one way or another, what harms them really doesn’t matter—or 
matters only if it starts to bother us, makes us feel a trifle uneasy when we eat our veal 
escalope, for example. So, yes, let us get veal calves out of solitary confinement, give them 
more space, a little straw, a few companions. But let us keep our veal escalope. 

But a little straw, more space and a few companions won't eliminate—won’'t even 
touch—the basic wrong that attaches to our viewing and treating these animals as our re- 
sources. A veal calf killed to be eaten after living in close confinement is viewed and treated 
in this way: but so, too, is another who is raised (as they say) ‘more humanely’. To right 
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the wrong of our treatment of farm animals requires more than making rearing methods 
‘more humane’; it requires the total dissolution of commerical animal agriculture. 

How we do this, whether we do it or, as in the case of animals in science, whether and 
how we abolish their use—these are to a large extent political questions. People must 
change their beliefs before they change their habits. Enough people, especially those 
elected to public office, must believe in change—must want it—before we will have laws 
that protect the rights of animals. This process of change is very complicated, very de- 
manding, very exhausting, calling for the efforts of many hands in education, publicity, 
political organization and activity, down to the licking of envelopes and stamps. As a 
trained and practising philosopher, the sort of contribution I can make is limited but, I 
like to think, important. The currency of philosophy is ideas—their meaning and ratio- 
nal foundation—not the nuts and bolts of the legislative process, say, or the mechanics of 
community organization. That’s what I have been exploring over the past ten years or so 
in my essays and talks and, most recently, in my book, The Case for Animal Rights. I be- 
lieve the major conclusions J reach in the book are true because they are supported by the 
weight of the best arguments. I believe the idea of animal rights has reason, not just emo- 
tion, on its side. 

In the space I have at my disposal here I can only sketch, in the barest outline, some of 
the main features of the book. It’s main themes—and we should not be surprised by this— 
involve asking and answering deep, foundational moral questions about what morality is, 
how it should be understood and what is the best moral theory, all considered. I hope I 
can convey something of the shape I think this theory takes. The attempt to do this will 
be (to use a word a friendly critic once used to describe my work) cerebral, perhaps too 
cerebral. But this is misleading. My feelings about how animals are sometimes treated run 
just as deep and just as strong as those of my more volatile compatriots. Philosophers do— 
to use the jargon of the day—have a right side to their brains. If it’s the left side we con- 
tribute (or mainly should), that’s because what talents we have reside there. 

How to proceed? We begin by asking how the moral status of animals has been un- 
derstood by thinkers who deny that animals have rights. Then we test the mettle of their 
ideas by seeing how well they stand up under the heat of fair criticism. If we start our 
thinking in this way, we soon find that some people believe that we have no duties directly 
to animals, that we owe nothing to them, that we can do nothing that wrongs them. 
Rather, we can do wrong acts that involve animals, and so we have duties regarding them, 
though none to them. Such views may be called indirect duty views. By way of illustra- 
tion: suppose your neighbour kicks your dog. Then your neighbour has done something 
wrong. But not to your dog. The wrong that has been done is a wrong to you. After 
all, it is wrong to upset people, and your neighbour’s kicking your dog upsets you. So you 
are the one who is wronged, not your dog. Or again: by kicking your dog your neigh- 
bour damages your property. And since it is wrong to damage another person's property, 
your neighbour has done something wrong—to you, of course, not to your dog. Your 
neighbour no more wrongs your dog than your car would be wronged if the windshield 
were smashed. Your neighbour's duties involving your dog are indirect duties to you. 
More generally, all of our duties regarding animals are indirect duties to one another—to 
humanity. 

How could someone try to justify such a view? Someone might say that your dog 
doesn’t feel anything and so isn’t hurt by your neighbour's kick, doesn’t care about pain 
since none is felt, is as unaware of anything as is your windshield. Someone might say this, 
but no rational person will, since, among other considerations, such a view will commit 
anyone who holds it to the position that no human being feels pain either—that human 
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beings also don’t care about what happens to them. A second possibility is that though 
both humans and your dog are hurt when kicked, it is only human pain that matters. But, 
again, no rational person can believe this. Pain is pain wherever it occurs. If your neigh- 
bour’s causing you pain is wrong because of the pain that is caused, we cannot rationally 
ignore or dismiss the moral relevance of the pain that your dog feels. 

Philosophers who hold indirect duty views—and many still do—have come to under- 
stand that they must avoid the two defects just noted: that is, both the view that animals 
don’t feel anything as well as the idea that only human pain can be morally relevant. 
Among such thinkers the sort of view now favoured is one or other form of what is called 
contractarianism. 

Here, very crudely, is the root idea: morality consists of a set of rules that individuals 
voluntarily agree to abide by, as we do when we sign a contract (hence the name contrac- 
tarianism). Those who understand and accept the terms of the contract are covered di- 
rectly; they have rights created and recognized by, and protected in, the contract. And 
these contractors can also have protection spelled out for others who, though they lack the 
ability to understand morality and so cannot sign the contract themselves, are loved or 
cherished by those who can. Thus young children, for example, are unable to sign con- 
tracts and lack rights. But they are protected by the contract none the less because of the 
sentimental interests of others, most notably their parents. So we have, then, duties in- 
volving these children, duties regarding them, but no duties to them. Our duties in their 
case are indirect duties to other human beings, usually their parents. 

As for animals, since they cannot understand contracts, they obviously cannot sign; and 
since they cannot sign, they have no rights. Like children, however, some animals are the 
objects of the sentimental interest of others. You, for example, love your dog or cat. So 
those animals that enough people care about (companion animals, whales, baby seals, the 
American bald eagle), though they lack rights themselves, will be protected because of the 
sentimental interests of people. I have, then, according to contractarianism, no duty di- 
rectly to your dog or any other animal, not even the duty not to cause them pain or suf- 
fering; my duty not co hurt them is a duty | have to those people who care about what 
happens to them. As for other animals, where no or little sentimental interest is present— 
in the case of farm animals, for example, or laboratory rats—what duties we have grow 
weaker and weaker, perhaps to vanishing point. The pain and death they endure, though 
real, are not wrong if no one cares about them. 

When it comes to the moral status of animals’ contractarianism could be a hard view 
to refute if it were an adequate theoretical approach to the moral status of human beings. 
It is not adequate in this latter respect, however, which makes the question of its adequacy 
in the former case, regarding animals, utterly moot. For consider: morality, according to 
the (crude) contractarian position before us, consists of rules that people agree to abide by. 
What people? Well, enough to make a difference—enough, that is, collectively to have the 
power to enforce the rules chat are drawn up in the contract. That is very well and good 
for the signatories but not so good for anyone who ts not asked to sign. And there is noth- 
ing in contractarianism of the sort we are discussing that guarantees or requires that every- 
one will have a chance to participate equally in framing the rules of morality. The result 
is that this approach to ethics could sanction the most blatant forms of social, economic, 
moral and political injustice, ranging from a repressive caste system to systematic racial 
or sexual discrimination. Might, according to this theory, does make right. Let those who 
are the victims of injustice suffer as they will. It matters not so long as no one else—no 
contractor, or too few of them—cares about it. Such a theory takes one’s moral breath away 

as if, for example, there would be nothing wrong with apartheid in South Africa if 
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few white South Africans were upset by it. A theory with so little to recommend it at the 
level of the ethics of our treatment of our fellow humans cannot have anything more to 
recommend it when it comes to the ethics of how we treat our fellow animals. 

The version of contractarianism just examined is, as I have noted, a crude variety, and 
in fairness to those of a contractarian persuasion it must be noted that much more refined, 
subtle and ingenious varieties are possible. For example, John Rawls, in his A Theory of 
Justice, sets forth a version of contractarianism that forces contractors to ignore the acci- 
dental features of being a human being—for example, whether one is white or black, male 
or female, a genius or of modest intellect. Only by ignoring such features, Rawls believes, 
can we ensure that the principles of justice that contractors would agree upon are not based 
on bias or prejudice. Despite the improvement a view such as Rawls’s represents over the 
cruder forms of contractarianism, it remains deficient: it systematically denies that we have 
direct duties to those human beings who do not have a sense of justice—young children, 
for instance, and many mentally retarded humans. And yet it seems reasonably certain 
that, were we to torture a young child or a retarded elder, we would be doing something 
that wronged him or her, not something that would be wrong if (and only if) other hu- 
mans with a sense of justice were upset. And since this is true in the case of these humans, 
we cannot rationally deny the same in the case of animals. 

Indirect duty views, then, including the best among them, fail to command our ratio- 
nal assent. Whatever ethical theory we should accept rationally, therefore, it must at least 
recognize that we have some duties directly to animals, just as we have some duties di- 
rectly to each other. The next two theories I'll sketch attempt to meet this requirement. 

The first I call the cruelty-kindness view. Simply stated, this says that we have a di- 
rect duty to be kind to animals and a direct duty not to be cruel to them. Despite the 
familiar, reassuring ring of these ideas, I do not believe that this view offers an adequate 
theory. To make this clearer, consider kindness. A kind person acts from a certain kind 
of motive—compassion or concern, for example. And that is a virtue. But there is no 
guarantee that a kind act is a right act. If I am a generous racist, for example, I will be 
inclined to act kindly towards members of my own race, favouring their interests above 
those of others. My kindness would be real and, so far as it goes, good. But I trust it is 
too obvious to require argument that my kind acts may not be above moral reproach— 
may, in fact, be positively wrong because rooted in injustice. So kindness, notwith- 
standing its status as a virtue to be encouraged, simply will not carry the weight of a 
theory of right action. 

Cruelty fares no better. People or their acts are cruel if they display either a lack of sym- 
pathy for or, worse, the presence of enjoyment in another's suffering. Cruelty in all its 
guises is a bad thing, a tragic human failing. But just as a person’s being motivated by 
kindness does not guarantee that he or she does what is right, so the absence of cruelty 
does not ensure that he or she avoids doing what is wrong. Many people who perform abor- 
tions, for example, are not cruel, sadistic people. But that fact alone does not settle the ter- 
ribly difficult question of the morality of abortion. The case is no different when we ex- 
amine the ethics of our treatment of animals. So, yes, let us be for kindness and against 
cruelty. But let us not suppose that being for the one and against the other answers ques- 
tions about moral right and wrong. 

Some people think that the theory we are looking for is utilitarianism. A utilitarian 
accepts two moral principles. The first is that of equality: everyone’s interests count, and 
similar interests must be counted as having similar weight or importance. White or black, 
American or Iranian, human or animal—everyone’s pain or frustration matter, and matter 
just as much as the equivalent pain or frustration of anyone else. The second principle a 
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utilitarian accepts is that of utility: do the act that will bring about the best balance be- 
tween satisfaction and frustration for everyone affected by the outcome. 

As a utilitarian, then, here is how I am to approach the task of deciding what I morally 
ought to do: I must ask who will be affected if I choose to do one thing rather than an- 
other, how much each individual will be affected, and where the best results are most likely 
to lie—which option, in other words, is most likely to bring about the best results, the 
best balance between satisfaction and frustration. That option, whatever it may be, is the 
one I ought to choose. That is where my moral duty lies. 

The great appeal of utilitarianism rests with its uncompromising egalitarianism: every- 
one’s interests count and count as much as the like interests of everyone else. The kind of 
odious discrimination that some forms of contractarianism can justify—discrimination 
based on race or sex, for example—seems disallowed in principle by utilitarianism, as is 
speciesism, systematic discrimination based on species membership. 

The equality we find in utilitarianism, however, is not the sort an advocate of animal 
or human rights should have in mind. Utilitarianism has no room for the equal moral 
rights of different individuals because it has no room for their equal inherent value or 
worth. What has value for the utilitarian is the satisfaction of an individual's interests, not 
the individual whose interests they are. A universe in which you satisfy your desire for 
water, food and warmth is, other things being equal, better than a universe in which these 
desires are frustrated. And the same is true in the case of an animal with similar desires. 
But neither you nor the animal have any value in your own right. Only your feelings do. 

Here is an analogy to help make the philosophical point clearer: a cup contains differ- 
ent liquids, sometimes sweet, sometimes bitter, sometimes a mix of the two. What has 
value are the liquids: the sweeter the better, the bitterer the worse. The cup, the container, 
has no value. It is what goes into it, not what they go into, that has value. For the utili- 
tarian you and J are like the cup; we have no value as individuals and thus no equal value. 
What has value is what goes into us, what we serve as receptacles for; our feelings of sat- 
isfaction have positive value, our feelings of frustration negative value. 

Serious problems arise for utilitarianism when we remind ourselves that it enjoins us 
to bring about the best consequences. What does this mean? It doesn’t mean the best con- 
sequences for me alone, or for my family or friends, or any other person taken individu- 
ally. No, what we must do is, roughly, as follows: we must add up (somehow!) the sepa- 
rate satisfactions and frustrations of everyone likely to be affected by our choice, the 
satisfactions in one column, the frustrations in the other. We must total each column for 
each of the options before us. That is what it means to say the theory is aggregative. And 
then we must choose that option which is most likely to bring about the best balance of 
totalled satisfactions over totalled frustrations. Whatever act would lead to this outcome 
is the one we ought morally to perform—it is where our moral duty lies. And chat act 
quite clearly might not be the same one that would bring about the best results for me 
personally, or for my family or friends, or for a lab animal. The best aggregated conse- 
quences for everyone concerned are not necessarily the best for each individual. 

That utilitarianism is an aggregative theory—different individuals’ satisfactions or 
frustrations are added, or summed, or totalled—is the key objection to this theory. My 
Aunt Bea is old, inactive, a cranky, sour person, though not physically ill. She prefers to 
go on living. She is also rather rich. I could make a fortune if I could get my hands on her 
money, money she intends to give me in any event, after she dies, but which she refuses 
to give me now. In order to avoid a huge tax bite, I plan co donate a handsome sum of my 
profits to a local children’s hospital. Many, many children will benefit from my generosity, 
and much joy will be brought to cheir parents, relatives and friends. If I don’t get the 
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money rather soon, all these ambitions will come to naught. The once-in-a-lifetime op- 
portunity to make a real killing will be gone. Why, then, not kill my Aunt Bea? Oh, of 
course I might get caught. But I’m no fool and, besides, her doctor can be counted on to 
co-operate (he has an eye for the same investment and I happen to know a good deal about 
his shady past). The deed can be done . . . professionally, shall we say. There is very lit- 
tle chance of getting caught. And as for my conscience being guilt-ridden, I am a re- 
sourceful sort of fellow and will take more than sufficient comfort—as I lie on the beach 
at Acapulco—in contemplating the joy and health I have brought to so many others. 

Suppose Aunt Bea is killed and the rest of the story comes out as told. Would I have 
done anything wrong? Anything immoral? One would have thought that I had. Not ac- 
cording to utilitarianism. Since what I have done has brought about the best balance be- 
tween totalled satisfaction and frustration for all those affected by the outcome, my action 
is not wrong. Indeed, in killing Aunt Bea the physician and I did what duty required. 

This same kind of argument can be repeated in all sorts of cases, illustrating, time after 
time, how the utilitarian’s position leads to results that impartial people find morally cal- 
lous. It zs wrong to kill my Aunt Bea in the name of bringing about the best results for oth- 
ers. A good end does not justify an evil means. Any adequate moral theory will have to ex- 
plain why this is so. Utilitarianism fails in this respect and so cannot be the theory we seek. 

What to do? Where to begin anew? The place to begin, I think, is with the utilitarian’s 
view of the value of the individual—or, rather, lack of value. In its place, suppose we con- 
sider that you and I, for example, do have value as individuals—what we'll call zzherent 
value. To say we have such value is to say that we are something more than, something dif- 
ferent from, mere receptacles. Moreover, to ensure that we do not pave the way for such 
injustices as slavery or sexual discrimination, we must believe that all who have inherent 
value have it equally, regardless of their sex, race, religion, birthplace and so on. Similarly 
to be discarded as irrelevant are one’s talents or skills, intelligence and wealth, personality 
or pathology, whether one is loved and admired or despised and loathed. The genius and 
the retarded child, the prince and the pauper, the brain surgeon and the fruit vendor, 
Mother Teresa and the most unscrupulous used-car salesman—all have inherent value, all 
possess it equally, and all have an equal right to be treated with respect, to be treated 
in ways that do not reduce them to the status of things, as if they existed as resources for 
others. My value as an individual is independent of my usefulness to you. Yours is not 
dependent on your usefulness to me. For either of us to treat the other in ways that fail 
to show respect for the other’s independent value is to act immorally, to violate the 
individual’s rights. 

Some of the rational virtues of this view—what I call the rights view—should be evi- 
dent. Unlike (crude) contractarianism, for example, the rights view in principle denies the 
moral tolerability of any and all forms of racial, sexual or social discrimination; and unlike 
utilitarianism, this view in principle denies that we can justify good results by using evil 
means that violate an individual’s rights—denies, for example, that it could be moral to 
kill my Aunt Bea to harvest beneficial consequences for others. That would be to sanction 
the disrespectful treatment of the individual in the name of the social good, something 
the rights view will not—categorically will not—ever allow. 

The rights view, I believe, is rationally the most satisfactory moral theory. It surpasses 
all other theories in the degree to which it illuminates and explains the foundation of our 
duties to one another—the domain of human morality. On this score it has the best rea- 
sons, the best arguments, on its side. Of course, if it were possible to show that only human 
beings are included within its scope, then a person like myself, who believes in animal 
rights, would be obliged to look elsewhere. 
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But attempts to limit its scope to humans only can be shown to be rationally defective. 
Animals, it is true, lack many of the abilities humans possess. They can’t read, do higher 
mathematics, build a bookcase or make baba ghanoush. Neither can many human beings, 
however, and yet we don’t (and shouldn’t) say that they (these humans) therefore have less 
inherent value, less of a right to be treated with respect, than do others. It is the similari- 
ties between those human beings who most clearly, most non-controversially have such 
value (the people reading this, for example), not our differences, that matter most. And 
the really crucial, the basic similarity is simply this: we are each of us the experiencing 
subject of a life, a conscious creature having an individual welfare that has importance to 
us whatever our usefulness to others. We want and prefer things, believe and feel things, 
recall and expect things. And all these dimensions of our life, including our pleasure and 
pain, our enjoyment and suffering, our satisfaction and frustration, our continued existence 
or our untimely death—all make a difference to the quality of our life as lived, as experi- 
enced, by us as individuals. As the same is true of those animals that concern us (the ones 
that are eaten and trapped, for example), they too must be viewed as the experiencing sub- 
jects of a life, with inherent value of their own. 

Some there are who resist the idea that animals have inherent value. ‘Only humans have 
such value,’ they profess. How might this narrow view be defended? Shall we say that only 
humans have the requisite intelligence, or autonomy, or reason? But there are many, many 
humans who fail to meet these standards and yet are reasonably viewed as having value 
above and beyond their usefulness to others. Shall we claim that only humans belong to 
the right species, the species Homo sapiens? But this is blatant speciesism. Will it be said, 
then, that all—and only—humans have immortal souls? Then our opponents have their 
work cut out for them. Iam myself not ill-disposed to the proposition that there are im- 
mortal souls. Personally, I profoundly hope I have one. But I would not want to rest my 
position on a controversial ethical issue on the even more controversial question about who 
or what has an immortal soul. That is to dig one’s hole deeper, not to climb out. Ratio- 
nally, it is better to resolve moral issues without making more controversial assumptions 
than are needed. The question of who has inherent value is such a question, one that is re- 
solved more rationally without the introduction of the idea of immortal souls than by its 
use. 

Well, perhaps some will say that animals have some inherent value, only less than we 
have. Once again, however, attempts to defend this view can be shown to lack rational jus- 
tification. What could be the basis of our having more inherent value than animals? Their 
lack of reason, or autonomy, or intellect? Only if we are willing to make the same judge- 
ment in the case of humans who are similarly deficient. But it 1s not true that such 
humans—the retarded child, for example, or the mentally deranged—have less inherent 
value than you or I. Neither, then, can we rationally sustain the view that animals like 
them in being the experiencing subjects of a life have less inherent value. A// who have 
inherent value have it equally, whether they be human animals or not. 

Inherent value, then, belongs equally to those who are the experiencing subjects of a 
life. Whether it belongs to others—to rocks and rivers, trees and glaciers, for example— 
we do not know and may never know. But neither do we need to know, if we are to make 
the case for animal rights. We do not need co know, for example, how many people are 
eligible to vote in the next presidential election before we can know whether I am. Simi- 
larly, we do not need to know how many individuals have inherent value before we can 
know that some do. When it comes to the case for animal rights, then, what we need to 
know is whether the animals that, in our culcure, are routinely eaten, hunted and used in 
our laboratories, for example, are like us in being subjects of a life. And we do know this. 
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We do know that many—literally, billions and billions—of these animals are the subjects 
of a life in the sense explained and so have inherent value if we do. And since, in order to 
arrive at the best theory of our duties to one another, we must recognize our equal inher- 
ent value as individuals, reason—not sentiment, not emotion—reason compels us to rec- 
ognize the equal inherent value of these animals and, with this, their equal right to be 
treated with respect. 

That, very roughly, is the shape and feel of the case for animal rights. Most of the de- 
tails of the supporting argument are missing. They are to be found in the book to which 
J alluded earlier. Here, the details go begging, and I must, in closing, limit myself to four 
final points. 

The first is how the theory that underlies the case for animal rights shows that the ani- 
mal rights movement is a part of, not antagonistic to, the human rights movement. The 
theory that rationally grounds the rights of animals also grounds the rights of humans. 
Thus those involved in the animal rights movement are partners in the struggle to secure 
respect for human rights—the rights of women, for example, or minorities, or workers. 
The animal rights movement is cut from the same moral cloth as these. 

Second, having set out the broad outlines of the rights view, I can now say why its im- 
plications for farming and science, among other fields, are both clear and uncompromis- 
ing. In the case of the use of animals in science, the rights view is categorically abolition- 
ist. Lab animals are not our tasters; we are not their kings. Because these animals are 
treated routinely, systematically as if their value were reducible to their usefulness to oth- 
ers, they are routinely, systematically treated with a lack of respect, and thus are their 
rights routinely, systematically violated. This is just as true when they are used in trivial, 
duplicative, unnecessary or unwise research as it is when they are used in studies that hold 
out real promise of human benefits. We can’t justify harming or killing a human being 
(my Aunt Bea, for example) just for these sorts of reason. Neither can we do so even in the 
case of so lowly a creature as a laboratory rat. It is not just refinement or reduction that is 
called for, not just larger, cleaner cages, not just more generous use of anaesthetic or the 
elimination of multiple surgery, not just tidying up the system. It is complete replace- 
ment. The best we can do when it comes to using animals in science is—not to use them. 
That is where our duty lies, according to the rights view. 

As for commercial animal agriculture, the rights view takes a similar abolitionist posi- 
tion. The fundamental moral wrong here is not that animals are kept in stressful close con- 
finement or in isolation, or that their pain and suffering, their needs and preferences are 
ignored or discounted. All these are wrong, of course, but they are not the fundamental 
wrong. They are symptoms and effects of the deeper, systematic wrong that allows these 
animals to be viewed and treated as lacking independent value, as resources for us—as, in- 
deed, a renewable resource. Giving farm animals more space, more natural environments, 
more companions does not right the fundamental wrong, any more than giving lab ani- 
mals more anaesthesia or bigger, cleaner cages would right the fundamental wrong in their 
case. Nothing less than the total dissolution of commercial animal agriculture will do this, 
just as, for similar reasons I won’t develop at length here, morality requires nothing less 
than the total elimination of hunting and trapping for commercial and sporting ends. The 
rights view’s implications, then, as I have said, are clear and uncompromising. 

My last two points are about philosophy, my profession. It is, most obviously, no sub- 
stitute for political action. The words I have written here and in other places by themselves 
don’t change a thing. It is what we do with the thoughts that the words express—our acts, 
our deeds—that changes things. All that philosophy can do, and all I have attempted, is 
to offer a vision of what our deeds should aim at. And the why. But not the how. 
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Finally, I am reminded of my thoughtful critic, the one I mentioned earlier, who chas- 
tised me for being too cerebral. Well, cerebral I have been: indirect duty views, utilitari- 
anism, Contractarianism—hardly the stuff deep passions are made of. I am also reminded, 
however, of the image another friend once set before me—the image of the ballerina as ex- 
pressive of disciplined passion. Long hours of sweat and toil, of loneliness and practice, of 
doubt and fatigue: those are the discipline of her craft. But the passion is there too, the 
fierce drive to excel, to speak through her body, to do it right, to pierce our minds. That is 
the image of philosophy I would leave with you, not ‘too cerebral’ but disciplined passion. Of 
the discipline enough has been seen. As for the passion: there are times, and these not in- 
frequent, when tears come to my eyes when I see, or read, or hear of the wretched plight of 
animals in the hands of humans. Their pain, their suffering, their loneliness, their inno- 
cence, their death. Anger. Rage. Pity.-Sorrow. Disgust. The whole creation groans under 
the weight of the evil we humans visit upon these mute, powerless creatures. It ¿s our 
hearts, not just our heads, that call for an end to it all, that demand of us that we overcome, 
for them, the habits and forces behind their systematic oppression. All great movements, 
it is written, go through three stages: ridicule, discussion, adoption. It is the realization of 
this third stage, adoption, that requires both our passion and our discipline, our hearts and 
our heads. The fate of animals is in our hands. God grant we are equal to the task. 


* 48. CARL COHEN 


Carl Cohen is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Michigan. He argues against the 
view (Singer, Chapter 45) that animal research violates the moral rights of animals. 


The Case for the Use of Animals 


in Biomedical Research 


Using animals as research subjects in medical investigations is widely condemned on 
two grounds: first, because it wrongly violates the rights of animals,' and second, because 
it wrongly imposes on sentient creatures much avoidable suffering.’ Neither of these 


Carl Cohen, “The Case for the Use of Animals in Biomedical Research,” The New England Journal of Medicine, vol. 315, 
pp. 78-80. Copyright © 1986 Massachusetts Medical Society. Reprinted by permission of The New England Journal of 
Medicine. 


830 CARL COHEN 


arguments is sound. The first relies on a mistaken understanding of rights; the second re- 
lies on a mistaken calculation of consequences. Both deserve definitive dismissal. 


WHY ANIMALS HAVE NO RIGHTS 


A right, properly understood, is a claim, or potential claim, that one party may exercise 
against another. The target against whom such a claim may be registered can be a single 
person, a group, a community, or (perhaps) all humankind. The content of rights claims 
also varies greatly: repayment of loans, nondiscrimination by employers, noninterference 
by the state, and so on. To comprehend any genuine right fully, therefore, we must know 
who holds the right, against whom it is held, and to what it is a right. 

Alternative sources of rights add complexity. Some rights are grounded in constitution 
and law (e.g., the right of an accused to trial by jury); some rights are moral but give no 
legal claims (e.g., my right to your keeping the promise you gave me); and some rights 
(e.g., against theft or assault) are rooted both in morals and in law. 

The differing targets, contents, and sources of rights, and their inevitable conflict, to- 
gether weave a tangled web. Notwithstanding all such complications, this much is clear 
about rights in general: they are in every case claims, or potential claims, within a com- 
munity of moral agents. Rights arise, and can be intelligibly defended, only among be- 
ings who actually do, or can, make moral claims against one another. Whatever else rights 
may be, therefore, they are necessarily human; their possessors are persons, human beings. 

The attributes of human beings from which this moral capability arises have been de- 
scribed variously by philosophers, both ancient and modern: the inner consciousness of a 
free will (Saint Augustine’); the grasp, by human reason, of the binding character of moral 
law (Saint Thomas’); the self-conscious participation of human beings in an objective ethi- 
cal order (Hegel’); human membership in an organic moral community (Bradley‘); the de- 
velopment of the human self through the consciousness of other moral selves (Mead’); and 
the underivative, intuitive cognition of the rightness of an action (Prichard*). Most influ- 
ential has been Immanuel Kant’s emphasis on the universal human possession of a 
uniquely moral will and the autonomy its use entails.” Humans confront choices that are 
purely moral; humans—but certainly not dogs or mice—lay down moral laws, for others 
and for themselves. Human beings are self-legislative, morally auto-nomous. 

Animals (that is, nonhuman animals, the ordinary sense of that word) lack this capacity 
for free moral judgment. They are not beings of a kind capable of exercising or respond- 
ing to moral claims. Animals therefore have no rights, and they can have none. This is the 
core of the argument about the alleged rights of animals. The holders of rights must have 
the capacity to comprehend rules of duty, governing all including themselves. In apply- 
ing such rules, the holders of rights must recognize possible conflicts between what is in 
their own interest and what is just. Only in a community of beings capable of self-re- 
stricting moral judgments can the concept of a right be correctly invoked. 

Humans have such moral capacities. They are in this sense self-legislative, are members 
of communities governed by moral rules, and do possess rights. Animals do not have such 
moral capacities. They are not morally self-legislative, cannot possibly be members of a 
truly moral community, and therefore cannot possess rights. In conducting research on 
animal subjects, therefore, we do not violate their rights, because they have none to vio- 
late. 

To animate life, even in its simplest forms, we give a certain natural reverence. But the 
possession of rights presupposes a moral status not attained by the vast majority of living 
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things. We must not infer, therefore, that a live being has, simply in being alive, a “right” 
to its life. The assertion that all animals, only because they are alive and have interests, 
also possess the “right to life” is an abuse of that phrase, and wholly without warrant. 

It does not follow from this, however, that we are morally free to do anything we please 
to animals. Certainly not. In our dealings with animals, as in our dealings with other 
human beings, we have obligations that do not arise from claims against us based on 
rights. Rights entail obligations, but many of the things one ought to do are in no way 
tied to another’s entitlement. Rights and obligations are not reciprocals of one another, 
and it is a serious mistake to suppose that they are. 

Illustrations are helpful. Obligations may arise from internal commitments made: 
physicians have obligations to their patients not grounded merely in their patients’ rights. 
Teachers have such obligations to their students, shepherds to their dogs, and cowboys to 
their horses. Obligations may arise from differences of status: adults owe special care when 
playing with young children, and children owe special care with playing with young pets. 
Obligations may arise from special relationships: the payment of my son’s college tuition 
is something to which he may have no right, although it may be my obligation to bear 
the burden if I reasonably can; my dog has no right to daily exercise and veterinary care, 
but I do have the obligation to provide these things for her. Obligations may arise from 
particular acts or circumstances: one may be obliged to another for a special kindness done, 
or obliged to put an animal out of its misery in view of its condition—although neither 
the human benefactor nor the dying animal may have had a claim of right. 

Plainly, the grounds of our obligations to humans and to animals are manifold and can- 
not be formulated simply. Some hold that there is a general obligation to do no gratuitous 
harm to sentient creatures (the principle of nonmaleficence); some hold that there is a gen- 
eral obligation to do good to sentient creatures when that is reasonably within one’s power 
(the principle of beneficence). In our dealings with animals, few will deny that we are at 
least obliged to act humanely—that is, to treat them with the decency and concern that 
we owe, as sensitive human beings, to other sentient creatures. To treat animals humanely, 
however, is not to treat them as humans or as the holders of rights. 

A common objection, which deserves a response, may be paraphrased as follows: 


If having rights requires being able to make moral claims, to grasp and apply moral laws, 
then many humans—the brain-damaged, the comatose, the senile—who plainly lack those 
capacities must be without rights. But that is absurd. This proves {the critic concludes} that 
rights do not depend on the presence of moral capacities.'"° 


This objection fails; it mistakenly treats an cssential feature of humanity as though it 
were a screen for sorting humans. The capacity for moral judgment that distinguishes hu- 
mans from animals is not a test to be administered to human beings one by one. Persons 
who are unable, because of some disability, to perform the full moral functions natural to 
human beings are certainly not for that reason ejected from the moral community. The 
issue is one of kind. Humans are of such a kind that they may be the subject of experi- 
ments only with their voluntary consent. The choices they make freely must be respected. 
Animals are of such a kind that it is impossible for them, in principle, to give or withhold 
voluntary consent or to make a moral choice. What humans retain when disabled, animals 
have never had. 

A second objection, also often made, may be paraphrased as follows: 


Capacities will not succeed in distinguishing humans from the other animals. Animals also 
reason; animals also communicate with one another; animals also care passionately for their 
young; animals also exhibit desires and preferences. 


ua Features of moral relevance—ratio- 
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nality, interdependence, and love—are not exhibited uniquely by human beings. Therefore 
{this critic concludes}, there can be no solid moral distinction between humans and other 
animals.'° 


This criticism misses the central point. It is not the ability to communicate or to rea- 
son, or dependence on one another, or care for the young, or the exhibition of preference, 
or any such behavior that marks the critical divide. Analogies between human families and 
those of monkeys, or between human communities and those of wolves, and the like, are 
entirely beside the point. Patterns of conduct are not at issue. Animals do indeed exhibit 
remarkable behavior at times. Conditioning, fear, instinct, and intelligence all contribute 
to species survival. Membership in a community of moral agents nevertheless remains im- 
possible for them. Actors subject to moral judgment must be capable of grasping the gen- 
erality of an ethical premise in a practical syllogism. Humans act immorally often enough, 
but only they—never wolves or monkeys—can discern, by applying some moral rule to 
the facts of a case, that a given act ought or ought not to be performed. The moral re- 
straints imposed by humans on themselves are thus highly abstract and are often in con- 
flict with the self-interest of the agent. Communal behavior among animals, even when 
most intelligent and most endearing, does not approach autonomous morality in this fun- 
damental sense. 

Genuinely moral acts have an internal as well as an external dimension. Thus, in law, 
an act can be criminal only when the guilty deed, the actus reus, is done with a guilty 
mind, mens rea. No animal can ever commit a crime; bringing animals to criminal trial 
is the mark of primitive ignorance. The claims of moral right are similarly inapplicable to 
them. Does a lion have a right to eat a baby zebra? Does a baby zebra have a right not to 
be eaten? Such questions, mistakenly invoking the concept of right where it does not be- 
long, do not make good sense. Those who condemn biomedical research because it violates 
“animal rights” commit the same blunder. 


IN DEFENSE OF “SPECIESISM” 


Abandoning reliance on animal rights, some critics resort instead to animal sentience— 
their feelings of pain and distress. We ought to desist from the imposition of pain insofar 
as we can. Since all or nearly all experimentation on animals does impose pain and could 
be readily forgone, say these critics, it should be stopped. The ends sought may be wor- 
thy, but those ends do not justify imposing agonies on humans, and by animals the ago- 
nies are felt no less. The laboratory use of animals (these critics conclude) must therefore 
be ended—or at least very sharply curtailed. 

Argument of this variety is essentially utilitarian, often expressly so"; it is based on the 
calculation of the net product, in pains and pleasures, resulting from experiments on ani- 
mals. Jeremy Bentham, comparing horses and dogs with other sentient creatures, is thus 
commonly quoted: “The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but, Can 
Elieyesttien? a 

Animals certainly can suffer and surely ought not to be made to suffer needlessly. But 
in inferring, from these uncontroversial premises, that biomedical research causing animal 
distress is largely (or wholly) wrong, the critic commits two serious errors. 

The first error is the assumption, often explicitly defended, that all sentient animals 
have equal moral standing. Between a dog and a human being, according to this view, 
there is no moral difference; hence the pains suffered by dogs must be weighed no differ- 
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ently from the pains suffered by humans. To deny such equality, according to this critic, 
is tO give unjust preference to one species over another; it is “speciesism.” The most in- 
fluential statement of this moral equality of species was made by Peter Singer: 


The racist violates the principle of equality by giving greater weight to the interests of mem- 
bers of his own race when there is a clash between their interests and the interests of those of 
another race. The sexist violates the principle of equality by favoring the interests 
of his own sex. Similarly the speciesist allows the interests of his own species to override the 
greater interests of members of other species. The pattern is identical in each case.’ 


This argument is worse than unsound; it is atrocious. It draws an offensive moral con- 
clusion from a deliberately devised verbal parallelism that is utterly specious. Racism has 
no rational ground whatever. Differing degrees of respect or concern for humans for no 
other reason than that they are members of different races is an injustice totally without 
foundation in the nature of the races themselves. Racists, even if acting on the basis of mis- 
taken factual beliefs, do grave moral wrong precisely because there is no morally relevant 
distinction among the races. The supposition of such differences has led to outright hor- 
ror. The same is true of the sexes, neither sex being entitled by right to greater respect or 
concern than the other. No dispute here. 

Between species of animate life, however—between (for example) humans on the one 
hand and cats or rats on the other—the morally relevant differences are enormous, and al- 
most universally appreciated. Humans engage in moral reflection; humans are morally au- 
tonomous; humans are members of moral communities, recognizing just claims against 
their own interest. Human beings do have rights; theirs is a moral status very different 
from that of cats or rats. 

I am a speciesist. Speciesism is not merely plausible; it is essential for right conduct, 
because those who will not make the morally relevant distinctions among species are al- 
most certain, in consequence, to misapprehend their true obligations. The analogy be- 
tween speciesism and racism is insidious. Every sensitive moral judgment requires that the 
differing natures of the beings to whom obligations are owed be considered. If all forms 
of animate life—or vertebrate animal life?—-must be treated equally, and if therefore in 
evaluating a research program the pains of a rodent count equally with the pains of a 
human, we are forced to conclude (1) that neither humans nor rodents possess rights, or 
(2) that rodents possess all the rights that humans possess. Both alternatives are absurd. 
Yet one or the other must be swallowed if the moral equality of all species is to be de- 
fended. 

Humans owe to other humans a degree of moral regard that cannot be owed to animals. 
Some humans take on the obligation to support and heal others, both humans and ani- 
mals, as a principal duty in their lives; the fulfillment of that duty may require the sacri- 
fice of many animals. If biomedical investigators abandon the effective pursuit of their 
professional objectives because they are convinced that they may not do to animals what 
the service of humans requires, they will fail, objectively, to do their duty. Refusing to rec- 
ognize the moral differences among species is a sure path to calamity. (The largest ani- 
mal rights group in the country is People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals; its codi- 
rector, Ingrid Newkirk, calls research using animal subjects “fascism” and “supremacism.” 
“Animal liberationists do not separate out the buman animal,” she says, “so there is no ra- 
tional basis for saying that a human being has special rights. A rat is a pig is a dog is a 
boy. They’re all mammals.”"’) 

Those who claim to base their objection co the use of animals in biomedical research 
on their reckoning of the net pleasures and pains produced make a second error, equally 
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grave. Even if it were true—as it is surely not—that the pains of all animate beings must 
be counted equally, a cogent utilitarian calculation requires that we weigh all the conse- 
quences of the use, and of the nonuse, of animals in laboratory research. Critics relying 
(however mistakenly) on animal rights may claim to ignore the beneficial results of such 
research, rights being trump cards to which interest and advantage must give way. But an 
argument that is explicitly framed in terms of interest and benefit for all over the long run 
must attend also to the disadvantageous consequences of not using animals in research, 
and to all the achievements attained and attainable only through their use. The sum of the 
benefits of their use is utterly beyond quantification. The elimination of horrible disease, 
the increase of longevity, the avoidance of great pain, the saving of lives, and the im- 
provement of the quality of lives (for humans and for animals) achieved through research 
using animals is so incalculably great that the argument of these critics, systematically 
pursued, establishes not their conclusion but its reverse: to refrain from using animals in 
biomedical research is, on utilitarian grounds, morally wrong. 

When balancing the pleasures and pains resulting from the use of animals in research, 
we must not fail to place on the scales the terrible pains that would have resulted, would 
be suffered now, and would long continue had animals not been used. Every disease elimi- 
nated, every vaccine developed, every method of pain relief devised, every surgical proce- 
dure invented, every prosthetic device implanted—indeed, virtually every modern medi- 
cal therapy is due, in part or in whole, to experimentation using animals. Nor may we 
ignore, in the balancing process, the predictable gains in human (and animal) well-being 
that are probably achievable in the future but that will not be achieved if the decision is 
made now to desist from such research or to curtail it. 

Medical investigators are seldom insensitive to the distress their work may cause 
animal subjects. Opponents of research using animals are frequently insensitive to the 
cruelty of the results of the restrictions they would impose.? Untold numbers of human 
beings—real persons, although not now identifiable—would suffer grievously as the con- 
sequence of this well-meaning but shortsighted tenderness. If the morally relevant differ- 
ences between humans and animals are borne in mind, and if all relevant considerations 
are weighed, the calculation of long-term consequences must give overwhelming support 
for biomedical research using animals. 


CONCLUDING REMARKS 


Substitution 


The humane treatment of animals requires that we desist from experimenting on them if 
we can accomplish the same result using alternative methods—in vitro experimentation, 
computer simulation, or others. Critics of some experiments using animals rightly make 
this point. 

It would be a serious error to suppose, however, that alternative techniques could soon 
be used in most research now using live animal subjects. No other methods now on the 
horizon—or perhaps ever to be available—can fully replace the testing of a drug, a proce- 
dure, or a vaccine, in live organisms. The flood of new medical possibilities being opened 
by the successes of recombinant DNA technology will turn to a trickle if testing on live 
animals is forbidden. When initial trials entail great risks, there may be no forward move- 
ment whatever without the use of live animal subjects. In seeking knowledge that may 
prove critical in later clinical applications, the unavailability of animals for inquiry may 
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spell complete stymie. In the United States, federal regulations require the testing of new 
drugs and other products on animals, for efficacy and safety, before human beings are ex- 
posed to them.'*'’ We would not want it otherwise. 

Every advance in medicine—every new drug, new operation, new therapy of any 
kind—must sooner or later be tried on a living being for the first time. That trial, con- 
trolled or uncontrolled, will be an experiment. The subject of that experiment, if it is not 
an animal, will be a human being. Prohibiting the use of live animals in biomedical 
research, therefore, or sharply restricting it, must result either in the blockage of much 
valuable research or in the replacement of animal subjects with human subjects. These 
are the consequences—unacceptable to most reasonable persons—of not using animals in 
research. 


Reduction 


Should we not at least reduce the use of animals in biomedical research? No, we should 
increase it, to avoid when feasible the use of humans as experimental subjects. Medical in- 
vestigations putting human subjects at some risk are numerous and greatly varied. The 
risks run in such experiments are usually unavoidable, and (thanks to earlier experiments 
on animals) most such risks are minimal or moderate. But some experimental risks are 
substantial. 

When an experimental protocol that entails substantial risk to humans comes before an 
institutional review board, what response is appropriate? The investigation, we may sup- 
pose, is promising and deserves support, so long as its human subjects are protected against 
unnecessary dangers. May not the investigators be fairly asked, Have you done all that you 
can to eliminate risk to humans by the extensive testing of that drug, that procedure, or 
that device on animals? To achieve maximal safety for humans we are right to require thor- 
ough experimentation on animal subjects before humans are involved. 

Opportunities to increase human safety in this way are commonly missed; trials in 
which risks may be shifted from humans to animals are often not devised, sometimes not 
even considered. Why? For the investigator, the use of animals as subjects is often more 
expensive, in money and time, than the use of human subjects. Access to suitable human 
subjects is often quick and convenient, whereas access to appropriate animal subjects may 
be awkward, costly, and burdened with red tape. Physician-investigators have often had 
more experience working with human beings and know precisely where the needed pool 
of subjects is to be found and how they may be enlisted. Animals, and the procedures for 
their use, are often less familiar to these investigators. Moreover, the use of animals in place 
of humans is now more likely to be the target of zealous protests from without. The up- 
shot is that humans are sometimes subjected to risks that animals could have borne, and 
should have borne, in their place. To maximize the protection of human subjects, I con- 
clude, the wide and imaginative use of live animal subjects should be encouraged rather 
than discouraged. This enlargement in the use of animals is our obligation. 


Consistency 


Finally, inconsistency between the profession and the practice of many who oppose research 
using animals deserves comment. This frankly ad hominem observation aims chiefly to 
show that a coherent position rejecting the use of animals in medical research imposes 
costs so high as to be intolerable even to the critics themselves. 
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One cannot coherently object to the killing of animals in biomedical investigations 
while continuing to eat them. Anesthetics and thoughtful animal husbandry render the 
level of actual animal distress in the laboratory generally lower than that in the abattoir. 
So long as death and discomfort do not substantially differ in the two contexts, the con- 
sistent objector must not only refrain from all eating of animals but also protest as vehe- 
mently against others eating them as against others experimenting on them. No less vig- 
orously must the critic object to the wearing of animal hides in coats and shoes, to 
employment in any industrial enterprise that uses animal parts, and to any commercial de- 
velopment that will cause death or distress to animals. 

Killing animals to meet human needs for food, clothing, and shelter is judged entirely 
reasonable by most persons. The ubiquity of these uses and the virtual universality of 
moral support for them confront the opponent of research using animals with an in- 
escapable difficulty. How can the many common uses of animals be judged morally wor- 
thy, while their use in scientific investigation is judged unworthy? 

The number of animals used in research is but the tiniest fraction of the total used to 
satisfy assorted human appetites. That these appetites, often base and satisfiable in other 
ways, morally justify the far larger consumption of animals, whereas the quest for im- 
proved human health and understanding cannot justify the far smaller, is wholly implau- 
sible. Aside from the numbers of animals involved, the distinction in terms of worthiness 
of use, drawn with regard to any single animal, is not defensible. A given sheep is surely 
not more justifiably used to put lamb chops on the supermarket counter than to serve in 
testing a new contraceptive or a new prosthetic device. The needless killing of animals is 
wrong; if the common killing of them for our food or convenience is right, the less com- 
mon but more humane uses of animals in the service of medical science are certainly not 
less right. 

Scrupulous vegetarianism, in matters of food, clothing, shelter, commerce, and recre- 
ation, and in all other spheres, is the only fully coherent position the critic may adopt. At 
great human cost, the lives of fish and crustaceans must also be protected, with equal vigor, 
if speciesism has been forsworn. A very few consistent critics adopt this position. It is the 
reductio ad absurdum of the rejection of moral distinctions between animals and human 
beings. 

Opposition to the use of animals in research is based on arguments of two different 
kinds—those relying on the alleged rights of animals and those relying on the conse- 
quences for animals. I have argued that arguments of both kinds must fail. We surely do 
have obligations to animals, but they have, and can have, no rights against us on which 
research can infringe. In calculating the consequences of animal research, we must weigh 
all the long-term benefits of the results achieved—to animals and to humans—and in that 
calculation we must not assume the moral equality of all animate species. 
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Ernest van den Haag was Professor of Jurisprudence and Public Policy at Fordam University. 
He defends both the constitutionality and the moral permissibility of the death penalty. 


In Defense of the Death Penalty 


Three questions about the death penalty so overlap that they must each be answered. | 
shall ask seriatim: Is the death penalty constitutional? Is it useful? Is the death penalty 
morally justifiable? 


THE CONSTITUTIONAL QUESTION 


The Fifth Amendment states that no one shall be “deprived of life, liberty, or property 
without due process of law,” thus implying that in compliance with “due process of law” 
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we may deprive persons of life. The Eighth Amendment prohibits “cruel and unusual pun- 
ishment.”' It is unlikely that the Eighth Amendment was meant to supersede the Fifth 
Amendment, since the amendments were simultaneously enacted in 1791. In any event, 
the Fourteenth Amendment, enacted in 1868, reasserted and explicitly extended to the 
states the implied authority to “deprive of life, liberty, or property” by “due process of 
law.” Thus, to regard the death penalty as unconstitutional one must believe that the stan- 
dards that determine what is “cruel and unusual” have so evolved since 1868 as to pro- 
hibit now what was authorized then. What might these standards be? And what shape 
must their evolution take to be constitutionally decisive? 

(1) Consensus. A moral consensus, intellectual or popular, could have evolved to find 
execution “cruel and unusual,” but it did not. Intellectual opinion is divided. Polls sug- 
gest that today most people would vote for the death penalty. Congress, reflecting this 
opinion, recently has legislated the death penalty for skyjacking under certain conditions. 
The representative assemblies of two-thirds of the states have reenacted capital punish- 
ment when previous laws were found constitutionally defective.’ 

If, however, there were a consensus against the death penalty, the Constitution expects 
the political process to reflect it rather than judicial decisions. Courts are meant to inter- 
pret the laws made by the political process and to set constitutional limits to it—not to 
replace it by responding to a presumed moral consensus. Surely the “cruel and unusual” 
phrase was not meant to authorize the courts to become legislatures.’ Thus, neither a con- 
sensus of moral opinion, nor a “moral discovery” by judges is to be disguised as a consti- 
tutional interpretation. Even when revealed by a burning bush, new moral norms were not 
meant to become constitutional norms by means of court decisions. To be sure, the courts 
in the past have occasionally done away with obsolete kinds of punishment—but never in 
the face of legislative and popular opposition and reenactment. Abolitionists now press the 
courts to create rather than to confirm obsolescence. That courts are urged to do what so 
clearly is for voters and lawmakers to decide suggests that the absence of consensus for abo- 
lition is recognized by the opponents of capital punishment. 

What then can the phrase “cruel and unusual punishment” mean today? 

(2) “Cruel” may be understood to mean excessive, punitive without, or beyond, a ra- 
tional-utilitarian purpose. Since capital punishment excludes rehabilitation and is not 
needed for incapacitation, the remaining rational-utilitarian purpose would be deterrence, 
the reduction of the rate at which the crime punished is committed by others. I shall con- 
sider this reduction further on. Here, I wish to note that if the criterion for the constitu- 
tionality of any punishment were an actual demonstration of its rational-utilitarian effec- 
tiveness, all legal punishments would be in as much constitutional jeopardy as the death 
penalty. Are fines for corporations deterrent? Rehabilitative? Incapacitative? Is a jail term 
for possession of marijuana? Has it ever been established beyond doubt that ten years in 
prison are doubly as deterrent as five, or at least sufficiently more deterrent?‘ 

The constitution certainly does not require a demonstration of rational-utilitarian effects 
for any punishment. Such a demonstration so far has not been available. To demand it for 
one penalty—however grave—and not for others, when it is known that no such demon- 
stration is available, seems constitutionally unjustified. Penalties always have been re- 
garded as constitutional if they can be plausibly intended (rather than demonstrated) to 
be effective (useful), and if they are not grossly excessive (1.e., unjust). 

Justice, a rational but nonutilitarian purpose of punishment, requires that a sanction 
be proportioned to the gravity of the crime. Thus, constitutional justice authorizes, even 
calls for, penalties commensurate with the gravity of the crime. One cannot demand that 
this constitutionally required escalation stop short of the death penalty unless one fur- 
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nishes positive proof of its injustice (i.e., disproportionality to the gravity of the crime 
punished and to other punishments), as well as ineffectiveness (i.e., uselessness in reduc- 
ing the crime rate). If this be thought of as cruelty, then no proof exists of either aspect. 

(3) “Unusual” is generally interpreted to mean either randomly capricious and therefore 
unconstitutional, or capricious in a biased, discriminatory way so as to particularly burden 
specifiable groups. Random arbitrariness might violate the Eighth Amendment, while bi- 
ased arbitrariness would violate the Fourteenth Amendment equal protection clause. 

For the sake of argument, let me grant that either or both forms of capriciousness pre- 
vail,’ and that they are less tolerable with respect to the death penalty than with respect 
to milder penalties—which certainly are not meted out less capriciously. However preva- 
lent, neither form of capriciousness would argue for abolishing the death penalty. Capri- 
ciousness is not inherent in that penalty, or in any penalty, but occurs in its distribution. 
Therefore, the remedy lies in changing the laws and procedures that distribute the penalty. 

(4) Unavoidable capriciousness. If capricious distribution places some convicts, or groups 
of convicts, at an unwarranted disadvantage,‘ can it be remedied sufficiently to satisfy the 
Eighth and Fourteenth Amendments? Some capriciousness is unavoidable. Decisions of 
the criminal justice system often rest on such accidental factors as the presence or absence 
of witnesses to an act, or the cleverness or clumsiness of police officers. All court decisions 
must rest on the available and admissible evidence for, rather than the actuality of, guilt. 
Availability of evidence is necessarily accidental to the actuality of whatever it is that the 
evidence is offered to demonstrate. 

If possible, without loss of other desiderata, accident and capriciousness should be mini- 
mized. But discretionary judgments obviously cannot be avoided altogether. The framers 
of the Constitution certainly were aware of the unavoidable elements of discretion which 
affect all human decisions, including those of police officers, of prosecutors, and of the 
courts. Because it always was unavoidable, discretion no more speaks against the consti- 
tutionality of the criminal justice system or of any of its penalties now than it did when 
the Constitution was written—unless something has evolved since, to make unavoidable 
discretion, tolerable before, intolerable now—at least for the death penalty. I know of no 
such evolution; and if it had occurred I would think it up to the legislative branch of gov- 
ernment to register it. 

The Constitution, although it enjoins us to minimize capriciousness, does not enjoin a 
standard of unattainable perfection or exclude penalties because that standard has not been 
attained.’ Although we should not enlarge discretion praeter necessitatem, some discretion is 
unavoidable and even desirable, and certainly is no reason for giving up any form of pun- 
ishment. 

(5) Avoidable caprictousness. Capriciousness should be prevented by abolishing penalties 
capriciously distributed only when it is so unavoidable and excessive that penalties are ran- 
domly distributed between the guilty and the innocent. When that is not the case, the 
abuses of discretion which lead to discrimination against particular groups of defendants 
or convicts certainly require correction, but not abolition of the penalty abused. 


PRELIMINARY MORAL ISSUES 


Justice and Equality 


Regardless of constitutional interpretation, the morality and legitimacy of the aboli- 
tionist argument regarding capriciousness, discretion, or discrimination, would be more 
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persuasive if it were alleged that those selectively executed are not guilty. But the argu- 
ment merely maintains that some guilty, but favored, persons or groups escape the death 
penalty. This is hardly sufficient for letting others escape it. On the contrary, that some 
guilty persons or groups elude it argues for extending the death penalty to them.’ 

Justice requires punishing the guilty—as many of the guilty as possible—even if 
only some can be punished, and sparing the innocent—as many of the innocent as pos- 
sible, even if not all are spared. Morally, justice must always be preferred to equality. It 
would surely be wrong to treat everybody with equal injustice in preference to meting 
Out justice to some. Justice cannot ever permit sparing some guilty persons, or pun- 
ishing some innocent ones, for the sake of equality—because others have been unjustly 
spared or punished. In practice, penalties never could be applied if we insisted that they 
cannot be inflicted on any guilty persons unless we are able to make sure that they are 
equally applied to all other guilty persons. Anyone familiar with law enforcement 
knows that punishments can be inflicted only on an unavoidably capricious selection of 
the guilty. 

Although it does not warrant serious discussion, the argument from capriciousness 
looms large in briefs and decisions. For the last seventy years, courts have tried—lamen- 
tably and unproductively—to prevent errors of procedure, or of evidence collection, or of 
decision-making, by the paradoxical method of letting defendants go free as a punishment, 
or warning, to errant law enforcers. Yet the strategy admittedly never has prevented the 
errors it was designed to prevent—although it has released countless guilty persons.’ There 
is nO more merit in the attempt to persuade the courts to let all capital crime defendants 
go free of capital punishment because some have wrongly escaped it, than in attempting 
to persuade the courts to let all burglars go, because some have wrongly escaped detection 
or imprisonment. 


The Essential Moral Question 


Is the death penalty morally just and/or useful? This is the essential moral, as distin- 
guished from the constitutional, question. Discrimination is irrelevant to this moral ques- 
tion. If the death penalty were distributed equally and uncapriciously and with superhu- 
man perfection to all the guilty, but were morally unjust, it would be unjust in each case. 
Contrariwise, if the death penalty is morally just, however discriminatorily applied to only 
some of the guilty, it remains just in each case in which it is applied. 

The utilitarian (political) effects of unequal justice may well be detrimental to the so- 
cial fabric because they outrage our passion for equality before the law. Unequal justice 
also is morally repellent. Nonetheless unequal justice is still justice. The guilty do not be- 
come innocent or less deserving of punishment because others escaped it. Nor does any 
innocent deserve punishment because others suffer it. Justice remains just, however un- 
equal, while injustice remains unjust, however equal. While both are desired, justice and 
equality are not identical. Equality before the law should be extended and enforced—but 
not at the expense of justice. 


Maldistribution Among the Guilty 


Capriciousness, at any rate, is used as a sham argument against capital punishment by 
abolitionists. They would oppose the death penalty if it could be meted out without any 
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discretion. They would oppose the death penalty in a homogeneous country without racial 
discrimination. And they would oppose the death penalty if the incomes of those executed 
and of those spared were the same. Actually, abolitionists oppose the death penalty, not its 
possible maldistribution. 


Maldistribution Between Guilty and Innocent 


What about persons executed in error? The objection here is not that some of the guilty 
escape, but that some of the innocent do not—a matter far more serious than discrimi- 
nation among the guilty. Yet, when urged by abolitionists, this, along with all distrib- 
utional arguments, is a sham. Why? Abolitionists are opposed to the death penalty for 
the guilty as much as for the innocent. Hence, the question of guilt, if at all relevant to 
their position, cannot be decisive for them. Guilt is decisive only to those who urge the 
death penalty for the guilty. They must worry about distribution—part of the justice 
they seek. 


Miscarriages of Justice 


The execution of innocents believed guilty is a miscarriage of justice that must be opposed 
whenever detected. But such miscarriages of justice do not warrant abolition of the death 
penalty. Unless the moral drawbacks of an activity or practice, which include the possible 
death of innocent bystanders, outweigh the moral advantages, which include the innocent 
lives that might be saved by it, the activity is warranted. Most human activities—medi- 
cine, manufacturing, automobile and air traffic, sports, not to speak of wars and revolu- 
tions—cause the death of innocent bystanders. Nevertheless, if the advantages sufficiently 
outweigh the disadvantages, human activities, including those of the penal system with 
all its punishments, are morally justified. 


DETERRENCE 


New Evidence 


Is there evidence supporting the usefulness of the death penalty in securing the life of the 
citizens? Researchers in the past found no statistical evidence for the effects sought, mar- 
ginal deterrent effects, or deterrent effects over and above those of alternative sanctions. 
However, in the last few years new and more sophisticated studies have led Professor Isaac 
Ehrlich to conclude that over the period 1933-1969, “an additional execution per year 

. may have resulted (on the average) in 7 or 8 fewer murders.”'® Other investigators 
have confirmed Ehrlich’s tentative results. Not surprisingly, refutations have been at- 
tempted, and Professor Ehrlich has offered his rebuttals.'' The matter will remain contro- 
versial for some time. However, two tentative conclusions can be drawn with some confi- 
dence. First, Ehrlich has shown that previous investigations, that did not find deterrent 
effects of the death penalty, suffered from fatal defects. Second, there is now some like- 
lihood—much more than hitherto—of statistically demonstrating marginal deterrent 
effects. 
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The Choice 


Thus, with respect to deterrence, we must now choose: 


(1) To trade the certain shortening of the life of a convicted murderer against the survival of be- 
tween seven and eight innocent victims whose future murder by others becomes more proba- 
ble, unless the convicted murderer is executed; 


(2) To trade the certain survival of the convicted murderer against the loss of the lives of be- 
tween seven and eight innocent victims, who are more likely to be murdered by others if the 
convicted murderer is allowed to survive. 


Prudence as well as morality command us to choose the first alternative.” 

If executions had a zero marginal effect, they could not be justified in deterrent terms. 
But even the pre-Ehrlich investigations did not demonstrate this. They merely found that 
an above-zero effect could not be demonstrated statistically. While we do not know at pres- 
ent the degree of confidence with which we can assign an above marginal deterrent effect 
to executions, we can be more confident than in the past. I should now regard it as irre- 
sponsible not to shorten the lives of convicted murderers simply because we cannot be al- 
together sure that their execution will lengthen the lives of innocent victims: It seems 
immoral to let convicted murderers survive at the probable-—or even at the merely 
possible—expense of the lives of innocent victims who might have been spared had the 
murderers been executed. 


Experiments? 


In principle, one could experiment to test the hypothesis of zero marginal effect. The most 
direct way would be to legislate the death penalty for certain kinds of murder if commit- 
ted, say, on weekdays, but never on Sunday. Or, on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and 
not on other days. (The days could be changed around every few years to avoid possible 
bias.) I am convinced there would be fewer murders on death penalty than on life impris- 
onment days. Unfortunately, the experiment faces formidable obstacles." 


The Burden of Proof of Usefulness 


Our penal system rests on the proposition that more severe penalties are more deterrent 
than less severe penalties. We assume, rightly, I believe, that a $5 fine deters rape less than 
a $500 fine, and that the threat of five years in prison will deter more than either fine.“ 
This assumption of the penal system rests on the common experience that, once aware of 
them, people learn to avoid natural dangers the more likely these are to be injurious and 
the more severe the likely injuries. People endowed with ordinary common sense (a class 
which includes some sociologists) have found no reason why behavior with respect to legal 
dangers should differ from behavior with respect to natural dangers. Indeed, it does not. 
Hence, the legal system proportions threatened penalties to the gravity of crimes, both to 
do justice and to achieve deterrence in proportion to that gravity. 

Thus, if it is true that the more severe the penalty the greater the deterrent effect, then 
the most severe penalty—the death penalry—would have the greatest deterrent effect. Ar- 
guments to the contrary assume either that capital crimes never are deterrable (sometimes 
merely because not all capital crimes have been deterred), or that, beyond some point, the 
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deterrent effect of added severity is necessarily zero. Perhaps. But the burden of proof must 
be borne by those who presume to have located the point of zero marginal returns before 
the death penalty. 


The Threat of Death Needed in Special Circumstances 


As an additional commonsense observation, I should add that without the death penalty, we 
necessarily confer immunity on just those persons most likely to be in need of deterrent 
threats. Thus, prisoners serving life sentences can kill fellow prisoners or guards with im- 
punity. Prison wardens are unlikely to prevent violence in prisons as long as they give humane 
treatment to inmates and have no threats of additional punishment available for the murder- 
ers among them who are already serving life sentences. I cannot see the moral or utilitarian 
reasons for giving permanent immunity to homicidal life prisoners, thereby endangering the 
other prisoners and the guards, and in effect preferring the life prisoners to their victims. 

Ouside the prison context, an offender who expects a life sentence for his offense may 
murder his victim, or witnesses, or the arresting officer, to improve his chances of escap- 
ing. He could not be threatened with an additional penalty for his additional crime—an 
Open invitation. Only the death penalty could deter in such cases. If there is but a possi- 
bility—and I believe there is a probability—that it will, we should retain it. 

However, deterrence requires that the threat of the ultimate penalty be reserved for 
the ultimate crime. It may be prevented by that threat. Hence, the extreme punishment 
should never be prescribed when the offender, because already threatened by it, might add 
to his crimes with impunity. Thus, rape, or kidnapping, should not incur the death 
penalty, while killing the victim of either crime should. This may not stop an Eichman 
after his first murder, but it will stop most people before. The range of punishments is not 
infinite; it is necessarily more restricted than the range of crimes. Since death is the ulti- 
mate penalty, it must be reserved for the ultimate crime. 


SOME POPULAR ARGUMENTS 


Consider now some popular arguments against capital punishment. 


| Barbarization 


l According to Beccaria, with the death penalty the “laws which punish homicide . 
themselves commit it,” thus giving “an example of barbarity.” Those who speak of “le- 
galized murder” use an oxymoronic phrase to echo this allegation. Legally imposed pun- 
ishments such as fines, incarcerations, or executions, although often physically identical to 
the crimes punished, are not crimes or their moral equivalent. The difference between 
crimes and lawful acts is not physical, but legal. Driving a stolen car is a crime, although 
not physically different from driving a car you own. Unlawful imprisonment and kidnap- 
ping need not differ physically from the lawful arrest and incarceration used to punish un- 
lawful imprisonment and kidnapping. Finally, whether a lawful punishment gives an “ex- 
ample of barbarity” depends on how the moral difference between crime and punishment 
is perceived. To suggest that its physical quality, ipso facto, morally disqualifies the pun- 
ishment, is to assume what is to be shown. 
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It is possible that all displays of violence, criminal or punitive, influence people to en- 
gage in unlawful imitations. This seems one good reason not to have public executions. 
But it does not argue against executions. Objections to displaying on television the process 
of violently subduing a resistant offender do not argue against actually engaging in the 
process.” Arguments against the public display of vivisections, or of painful medications, 
do not argue against either. Arguments against the public display of sexual activity do not 
argue against sexual activity. Arguments against public executions, then, do not argue 
against executions.’ While the deterrent effect of punishments depends on their being 
known, the deterrent effect does not depend on punishment being carried out publicly. 
For example, the threat of imprisonment deters, but incarcerated persons are not on pub- 
lic display. 


Crimes of Passion 


Abolitionists often maintain that most capital crimes are “acts of passion” that (1) could 
not be restrained by the threat of the death penalty, and (2) do not deserve it morally even 
if other crimes might. It is not clear to me why a crime motivated by, say, sexual passion, 
is morally less deserving of punishment than one motivated by passion for money. Is the 
sexual passion morally more respectable than others? More gripping? More popular? Gen- 
erally, is violence in personal conflicts morally more excusable than violence among peo- 
ple who do not know each other? A precarious case might be made for such a view, but I 
shall not attempt to make it. 

Perhaps it is true, however, that many murders are irrational “acts of passion” that can- 
not be deterred by the threat of the death penalty. Either for this reason or because “crimes 
of passion” are thought less blameworthy than other homicides, most “crimes of passion” 
are not punishable by death now.” 

But if most murders are irrational acts, it would seem that the traditional threat of the 
death penalty has succeeded in deterring most rational people, or most people when ra- 
tional, from committing the threatened act, and that the fear of the penalty continues to 
deter all but those who cannot be deterred by any penalty. Hardly a reason for abolishing 
the death penalty. Indeed, that capital crimes are committed mostly by irrational persons 
and only by some rational ones would suggest that more might commit these crimes if the 
penalty were lower. This hardly argues against capital punishment. Else, we would have 
to abolish penalties whenever they succeed in deterring people. Yet, abolitionists urge that 
capital punishment be abolished because capital crimes are often committed by the irra- 
tional—as though deterring the rational is not quite enough. 


Samuel Johnson 


Finally, some observations on an anecdote reported by Boswell and repeated ad nauseam. 
Dr. Johnson found pickpockets active in a crowd assembled to see one of their number 
hanged. He concluded that executions do not deter. His conclusion does not follow from 
his observation. 

(1) Since the penalty Johnson witnessed was what pickpockets had expected all along, 
they had no reason to reduce their activities. Deterrence is expected to increase only when 
penalties do. 

(2) At most, a public execution could have had the deterrent effect Dr. Johnson ex- 
pected because of its visibility. But ic may have had a contrary effect: The spectacle of 
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execution was probably more fascinating to the crowd than other spectacles; public exe- 
cutions thus might distract attention from the activities of pickpockets and thereby in- 
crease their opportunities more than other spectacles would. Hence, an execution crowd 
might have been more inviting to pickpockets than other crowds. (As mentioned before, 
deterrence depends on knowledge, but does not require visibility.) 

(3) Even when the penalty is greatly increased, let alone when it is unchanged, the de- 
terrent effect of penalties is usually slight with respect to those already committed to crimi- 
nal activities.'* Deterrence is effective by restraining people as yet not committed to a 
criminal occupation from entering it. 

The risk of a penalty is the cost of crime offenders must expect. When this cost is high 
enough, relative to the expected benefit, it will deter a considerable number of people who 
would have entered an occupation—criminal or otherwise—had the cost been lower. In 
this respect, the effects of the costs of crime are not different from the effects of the cost 
of automobiles or movie tickets, or from the effects of the cost of any occupation relative 
to its benefits. When (comparative) net benefits decrease because of cost increases, the flow 
of new entrants does. But those already in the occupation usually continue. 

(4) Finally, Dr. Johnson did not actually address the question of the deterrent effect of 
execution in any respect whatever. To do so, he would have had to compare the number of 
pocketpicking episodes in the crowd assembled to witness the execution with the number 
of such episodes in a similar crowd assembled for some other purpose. He did not do so, 
probably because he thought that a deterrent effect occurs only if the crime is altogether 
eliminated. That is a common misunderstanding. Crime can only be reduced, not elimi- 
nated. However harsh the penalties, there are always nondeterrables. Thus, most people 
can be deterred, but never all. 


FINAL MORAL CONSIDERATIONS 


The Motive of Revenge 


One popular moral objection to capital punishment is that it gratifies the desire for re- 
venge, regarded as unworthy. The Bible quotes the Lord declaring: “Vengeance is mine” 
(Romans 12:19). He thus legitimized vengeance and reserved it to Himself. However, the 
Bible also enjoins, “the murderer shall surely be put to death” (Numbers 35:16—18), rec- 
ognizing that the death penalty can be warranted—whatever the motive. Religious tradi- 
tion certainly suggests no less.’ 

The motives for the death penalty may indeed include vengeance. Vengeance as a com- 
pensatory and psychologically reparatory satisfaction for an injured party, group, or so- 

| ciety, may be a legitimate human motive—despite the biblical injunction. I do not 
see wherein that motive is morally blameworthy. When regulated and directed by law, 
vengeance also is socially useful: Legal vengeance solidifies social solidarity against law- 
breakers and is the alternative to the private revenge of those who feel harmed. 

However, vengeance is irrelevant to the death penalty, which must be justified by its 
purpose, whatever the motive. An action, or rule, or penalty, is neither justified nor dis- 
credited by the motive for it. No rule should be discarded or regarded as morally wrong 
because of the motive of those who support it. Actions, or rules, or penalties, are justified 
by their intent and by their effectiveness in achieving it, not by the motives of support- 
ers.” Capital punishment is warranted if it achieves its purpose: Doing justice and deter- 
ring crime, regardless of whether it gratifies vengeful feelings. 
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Characteristics 


We must examine now the specific characteristics of capital punishment before turning to 
its purely moral aspects. Capital punishment is feared above all punishments because (1) 
it is not merely irreversible as most other penalties are, but also irrevocable; (2) it hastens 
an event, which unlike pain, deprivation, or injury, is unique in every life and never has 
been reported on by anyone. Death is an experience that cannot actually be experienced 
and ends all experience.” Because it is as unknown as it is certain, death is universally 
feared. The fear of death is often attached to the penalty that hastens it—as though, with- 
out the penalty, death would not come. (3) When death is imposed as a deliberate pun- 
ishment by one’s fellow men, it signifies a complete severing of human solidarity. The con- 
vict is rejected by human society, found unworthy of sharing life with it. This total 
rejection exacerbates the natural separation anxiety and fear of annihilation. The marginal 
deterrent effect of executions depends on these characteristics, and the moral justification 
of the death penalty, above and beyond the deterrent effect, does no less. 


Methodological Aside 


Hitherto I have relied on logic and fact. Without relinquishing either, I must appeal to 
plausibility as well, as I turn to questions of morality unalloyed to other issues. For, what- 
ever ancillary service facts and logic can render, what one is persuaded to accept as morally 
right or wrong ultimately depends on what seems to be plausible. 


The Value of Life 


If there is nothing for the sake of which one may be put to death, can there be anything 
worth dying for? If there is nothing worth dying for, is there any moral value worth liv- 
ing for? Is a life that cannot be transcended by anything beyond itself more valuable than 
one that can be transcended? Is existence, life, itself a moral value never to be given up for 
the sake of anything? Does a value system in which any life, however it is lived, becomes 
the highest of goods, enhance the value of human life or cheapen it? I shall content my- 
self here with raising the questions.” 


Homo Homini Res Sacra 


“The life of each man should be sacred to each other man,” the ancients tell us. They un- 
flinchingly executed murderers.” They realized it is not enough to proclaim the sacred- 
ness and inviolability of human life. It must be secured as well, by threatening with the 
loss of their own life those who violate what has been proclaimed as inviolable—the right 
of innocents to live. Else, the inviolability of human life is neither credibly proclaimed 
nor actually protected. No society can profess that the lives of its members are secure if 
those who did not allow innocent others to continue living are themselves allowed to con- 
tinue living—at the expense of the community. Does it not cheapen human life to punish 
the murderer by incarcerating him as one does a pickpocket? Murder differs in quality 
from other crimes and deserves, therefore, a punishment that differs in quality from other 
punishments. 

If it were shown that no punishment is more deterrent than a trivial fine, capital pun- 
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ishment for murder would remain just, even if not useful. For murder is not a trifling of- 
fense. Punishment must be proportioned to the gravity of the crime, if only to denounce 
it and to vidicate the importance of the norm violated. Thus, all penal systems proportion 
punishments to crimes. The worse the crime the higher the penalty deserved. Why not 
the highest penalty—death—for the worst crime—wanton murder? Those rejecting the 
death penalty have the burden of showing that no crime deserves capital punishment“— 
a burden which they have not so far been willing to bear. 

Abolitionists are wrong when they insist that we all have an equally inalienable right 
to live to our natural term—that if the victim deserved to live, so does the murderer. That 
takes egalitarianism too far for my taste: The crime sets victim and murderer apart; if the 
victim died, the murderer does not deserve to live. The thought that there are some who 
think that murderers have as much right to live as their victims oppresses me. So does the 
thought that a Stalin or a Hitler, should have the right to go on living. 


Failure of Nerve 


Never to execute a wrongdoer, regardless of how depraved his acts, is to proclaim that no 
act can be so irredeemably vicious as to deserve death—that no human being can be 
wicked enough to be deprived of life. Who actually believes that? I find it easier to be- 
lieve that those who affect such a view do so because of a failure of nerve. They do not 
think themselves—and therefore anyone else—competent to decide questions of life and 
death. Aware of human frailty they shudder at the gravity of the decision and refuse to 
make it. The irrevocability of a verdict of death is contrary to the modern spirit that likes 
to pretend that nothing ever is definitive, that everything is open-ended, that doubts must 
always be entertained and revisions made. Such an attitude may be proper for inquiring 
philosophers and scientists. But not for courts. They can evade decisions on life and death 
only by giving up their paramount duties: to do justice, to secure the lives of the citizens, 
and to vindicate the norms society holds inviolable. 

One may object that the death penalty either cannot actually achieve the vindication 
of violated norms, or is not needed for it. If so, failure to inflict death does not belittle the 
crime, nor imply that the life of the criminal is of greater importance than the moral value 
he violated, or the harm he did to his victim. But it is not so. In all societies, the degree 
of social disapproval of wicked acts is expressed in the degree of punishment threatened.” 
Thus, punishments both proclaim and enforce social values according to the importance 
given to them. There is no other way for society to affirm its values. To refuse to punish 
any crime with death, then, is to avow that the negative weight of a crime can never ex- 
ceed the positive value of the life of the person who committed it. I find that proposition 
implausible. 


Notes 


l. Apparently, the punishment must be both—unless cruel or unusual might have done. Histori- 
cally, it appears that punishments were prohibited if unusual in 1791 and cruel: The framers 
did not want to prohibit usual punishments, whatever one may think of them, but only cruel 
ones, already unusual in 1791; nor did they wish to prohibit new (unusual) punishments un- 
less cruel. 

2. There possibly is a consensus against the death penalty among the college-educated. It demon- 
strates (1) the power of indoctrination wielded by sociologists; and (2) the fact that those who 


848 ERNEST VAN DEN HAAG 


feel less threatened by violence are more inclined to do without the death penalty. Most college 
graduates are less threatened than the uneducated, who are more often victimized by murder. 

3. See Chief Justice Burger's dissent in Furman v. Georgia, 408 U.S. 238 (1972): “In a demo- 
cratic Society legislatures not courts are constituted to respond to the will and consequently 
the moral values of the people.” 

4. I don’t pretend to know what “sufficiently” might mean: whether 10 percent or 80 percent 
added deterrence would warrant 100 percent added severity. 

5. Attention should be drawn to Hagan, “Extralegal Attributes and Criminal Sentencing,” Law 
& Soc. Rev. (Spring 1974), which throws doubt on much of the discrimination that sociolo- 
gists have found. 

6. I am referring throughout to discrimination among those already convicted of capital crimes. 
That discrimination can be established, while the fact that a higher proportion of men, blacks, 
or poor are found guilty of capital crimes than women, whites, or rich people does not per se 
indicate discrimination, any more than does the fact that a comparatively higher proportion of 
any group becomes professional baseball players or boxers. 

7. Although this is the proposal of Black’s Capital Punishment: The Inevitability of Caprice and Mis- 
take (1974). Codex ipsus locquitur. 

8. Nor do I read the Constitution to command us to prefer equality to justice. Surely, “due process 
of law” is meant to do justice; and “the equal protection of the law” is meant to extend justice 
equally to all. 

9. It seems odd that the courts, which have been willing to take a managerial role to remedy dis- 
crimination in schooling, should find no better remedy for discrimination or other errors in the 
distribution of penalties by the courts than to abolish the penalty distributed. 

10. Ehrlich, “The Deterrent Effect of Capital Punishment: A Question of Life and Death,” Amer. 
Econ. Rev. (June 1975). 

In the period studied, capital punishment was already infrequent and uncertain. Its deter- 
rent effect might be greater when more frequently imposed for capital crimes, so that a prospec- 
tive offender would feel more certain of it. 

11. See Journal of Legal Studies (Jan. 1977); Journal of Political Economy (June 1977); and American 
Economic Review (June 1977). 

12. I thought so even when I believed that the probability of deterrent effects might remain un- 
known. (See Van den Haag, “On Deterrence and the Death Penalty,” J. Crim. L.C. & P.S. {June 
1969}.) That probability is now more likely to become known and to be greater than was ap- 
parent a few years ago. 

13. It would, however, isolate deterrent effects of the punishment from incapacitating ones, and also 
from the effect of Durkheimian “normative validation” where it does not depend on threats. 

14. As indicated before, demonstrations are not available for the exact addition to deterrence of each 
added degree of severity in various circumstances, and with respect to various acts. We have so 
far coasted on a sea of plausible assumptions. 

15. There is a good argument against unnecessary public displays of violence here. (See Van den 
Haag, “What to Do About TV Violence,” The Alternative {Aug./Sept. 1976].) 

16. It may be noted that in Beccaria’s time, executions were regarded as public entertainments. 
Tempora mutantur et nos mutamur in illis. 

17. I have reservations on both these counts, being convinced that many crimes among relatives 
and friends are as blameworthy and as deterrable as crimes among strangers. Thus, major heroin 
dealers in New York are threatened with life imprisonment. In the absence of the death penalty, 
they find it advantageous to have witnesses killed. Such murders surely are not acts of passion 
in the classical sense, although they occur among associates. They are in practice encouraged 
by the penal law. 

18. The high degree of uncertainty and arbitrariness of penalization in Johnson’s time may also have 
weakened deterrent effects. Witnessing an execution cannot correct this defect. 

19. Since religion expects both justice and vengeance in the world to come, the faithful may dis- 
pense with either in this world, and with any particular penalties, although they seldom have. 
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But a secular state must do justice here and now, it cannot assume that another power, else- 
where, will do justice where its courts did not. 

For that matter, Romans 12:19 barely precedes Romans 13:4, which tells us {the ruler] 
“beareth not the sword in vain for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon 
him that doeth evil.” It is not unreasonable to interpret Romans 12:19 to mean that revenge 
is to be delegated by the injured to the authorities. 

20. Different motives (the reasons why something is done) may generate the same action (what is 
done), purpose, or intent, just as the same motive may lead to different actions. 

21. Actually, being dead is no different from not being born, a (non) experience we all had before 
being born. But death is not so perceived. The process of dying, a quite different matter, is con- 
fused with it. In turn, dying is feared mainly because death is anticipated, even though death 
is feared because it is confused with dying. 

22. Insofar as these questions are psychological, empirical evidence would not be irrelevant. But it 
is likely to be evaluated in terms depending on moral views. 

23. Not always. On the disastrous consequences of periodic failure to do so, Sir Henry Maine waxes 
with eloquent sorrow in his Ancient Law 408-409. 

24. One may argue that some crimes deserve more than execution, and that on the above reason- 
ing, torture may be justified. But penalties have already been reduced to a few kinds—fines, 
confinement, and execution—so the issue is academic. Unlike the death penalty, torture also 
has become repulsive to us. (Some reasons for this public revulsion are listed in Chapter X Van 
den Haag, Punishing Criminals: Concerning a Very Old and Painful Question (1975).) 

25. Social approval is usually less unanimous, and the system of rewards reflects it less. 
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50. STEPHEN NATHANSON 


Stephen Nathanson is Professor of Philosophy at Northeastern University. He argues that even 
if some murderers deserve to die for their crime, the system of capital punishment allows ar- 
bitrary factors, rather than desert, to determine who is executed. 


An Eye for an Eye: The Morality of 
Punishing By Death 


Many people believe that murderers deserve to die and therefore that the state ought to 
execute them. I will call this reasoning the “argument from desert.” 


From Stephen Nathanson, An Eye for an Eye: The Morality of Punishing by Death (Rowman & Littlefield, 1987), 
pp. 42-58. Reprinted by permission of Rowman & Littlefeld. 
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The argument from desert has very broad appeal, and death penalty opponents need to 
show that it is mistaken if their position is to be taken seriously. In order to show this, 
death penalty opponents must make a convincing case for the truth of at least one of the 
following statements: 


1. People who commit murder do not deserve to die. 


2. Even if people who commit murder deserve to die, it is wrong for the state to execute them. 


If either one of these statements can be established, then the argument from desert fails. 
I will try to show that both of these statements are true and therefore that the argument 
from desert does not provide a morally sound justification for the death penalty. 


GIVING PEOPLE WHAT THEY DESERVE 


In beginning our consideration of the argument from desert, let us assume that death 
penalty advocates are correct in asserting that murderers deserve to die. While it may ap- 
pear that if we assume this, then the argument for the death penalty is unstoppable, this 
impression is mistaken. There is no inconsistency in conceding that murderers deserve to 
die and still opposing the death penalty. These two beliefs are consistent because there may 
be quite good reasons in particular cases why people should not get what they deserve. 
This is especially true when the body that is to give someone his just deserts is the gov- 
ernment. 

One reason for not giving a person what he deserves is that doing so conflicts with other 
obligations that one has. I [have} mentioned the brutalization hypothesis, according to 
which executions actually cause homicides. If this hypothesis is true, it provides the gov- 
ernment with a powerful reason not to execute convicted murderers, even if they deserve 
to die. The reason is that the government's policy of giving murderers their just deserts 
would be carried out at the cost of having innocent people lose their lives. Faced with a 
choice between giving murderers what they deserve and protecting innocent lives, the 
government ought to choose protection of the innocent over execution of the guilty. It is 
more important to save innocent lives than to terminate guilty ones, and it is a more cen- 
tral function of government that it protect people’s well-being than that it carry out the 
distribution of just deserts. 

This example is somewhat hypothetical because the brutalization effect remains con- 
troversial and has not yet influenced governmental policy. In any case, there are many ways 
in which our legal system currently departs from a policy of giving people what they de- 
serve. One such case is the prohibition of double jeopardy. Our system does not permit a 
person to be tried more than once for a particular crime. If he is tried and acquitted, that 
is the end of it. 

Now imagine a case of a person who has been accused of murder. He is tried and ac- 
quitted, and as he leaves the courthouse, he tells reporters, “I did it, and I got away with 
it.” If this person did commit the murder and if murderers deserve to die, then he deserves 
to die. Nonetheless, the government may not prosecute him again for this charge and may 
not punish him, even though, from a moral point of view, he deserves to die. In this case, 
the prohibition on double jeopardy outweighs whatever obligation there might be to give 
this person what he deserves. 

Considering this situation, one could claim, of course, that it shows that the legal sys- 
tem is defective and that we ought to abolish the double jeopardy rule. There are good 
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reasons, however, for retaining the prohibition of double jeopardy. It protects all citizens 
from continued threats and harassment by government officials. If we could always be 
brought back for retrial even though we had been acquitted of the crime in question, then 
we would be continually exposed to threats by unscrupulous officials. The double jeopardy 
rule provides a significant protection for all citizens, and it is wise to keep the rule, even 
if this means sometimes failing to give the guilty what they deserve. 

If giving people what they deserve were the only function of the legal system, these 
problems would not arise. The design of our legal system incorporates other aims, how- 
ever. We have already seen this in discussing the costs of capital punishment and the ne- 
cessity for procedural safeguards surrounding its use. The effect of these multiple aims is 
that we must sometimes sacrifice the goal of giving people what they deserve in order to 
satisfy other goals of greater importance. So, even if one concedes that murderers deserve 
to die, one need not grant that the government ought to execute them. This is because 
executing them may conflict with other important goals or ideals. 

Death penalty supporters might concede this point in principle but deny that any such 
conflicts arise with respect to the death penalty. The question we must answer, then, is 
whether there are significant legal or moral goals and ideals which conflict with the im- 
position of the death penalty. 


Furman v. Georgia 


The Eighth Amendment to the United States Constitution prohibits the use of cruel and 
unusual punishments, and in 1972, the Supreme Court decided that the death penalty, as 
it was then administered, was cruel and unusual. 

While each justice wrote a separate opinion in Furman v. Georgia, the most significant 
argument that emerged against the death penalty was based on the view that the death 
penalty was imposed in an arbitrary manner. In a widely accepted analysis of the Court’s 
action, Charles Black has written: 


The decisive ground of the 1972 Furman case anti-capital punishment ruling—the ground 
persuasive to the marginal justices needed for a majority—was that, out of a large number of 
persons “eligible” in law for the punishment, a few were selected as if at random, by no stated 
(or perhaps statable) criteria, while all the rest suffered the lesser penalty of imprisonment.' 


In focusing, then, on how the death penalty was administered, the Court was not con- 
cerned with whether the actual executions were performed in a cruel and unusual manner. 
Rather, the justices were concerned with the procedures under which death penalty sen- 
tences were being determined, and they judged the punishment to be unacceptable be- 
cause life and death decisions were being made in an arbitrary way. 

In understanding the Court’s reasoning, it is important co recall that current laws do 
not embody the judgment that all people guilty of homicide deserve to die. Some killings 
are not even called “murder,” but are classified as manslaughter, usually because there was 
no intention to kill. Even among murders, the laws of many states distinguish between 
first and second degrees of murder. Only those guilty of first degree murder are eligible 
for the death penalty, and even among these, judges or juries may decide that their crimes 
were not sufficiently terrible to merit death. The aim of this system of classifications is to 
select those killings which are the very worst and to impose the death penalty only in these 
cases. Underlying this system, then, is the judgment that only those guilty of the worst 
murders deserve to die. Some people who murder deserve a lesser punishment. 
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The Court’s complaint with the administration of the death penalty was that this sys- 
tem of grading punishments according to the crime was not working. Decisions concern- 
ing executions were being made arbitrarily and not on the basis of facts about the crime. 
This was happening because the law contained no clear criteria that juries could apply 
when deciding which murderers ought to be executed and which ought to be imprisoned. 
In the absence of clear criteria, these judgments were determined by legally irrelevant fac- 
tors. 

In explaining their positions, different justices on the Court emphasized different forms 
of arbitrariness. Justice Stewart objected to the random aspects of the sentencing process, 
explaining his objection as follows: 


These death sentences are cruel and unusual in the same way that being struck by lightning 
is cruel and unusual. For of all the people convicted of rapes and murders in 1967 and 1968, 
many just as reprehensible as these, the petitioners are among a capriciously selected random hand- 
ful upon whom the sentence has in fact been imposed.’ 


In other words, there was no reasonable basis for the execution of these people and the im- 
prisonment of others. Many were equally reprehensible, and so it was “cruel and unusual” 
to single out only a few for the severest punishment. 

Other justices stressed a fact that had long been emphasized by death penalty oppo- 
nents, its discriminatory application. According to them, the application of the death 
penalty was arbitrary but not entirely random. Rather, racial bias created a situation in 
which blacks were more likely to be executed than whites. In fact, prejudice had a signifi- 
cant double effect on sentencing, since blacks who killed whites were among those most 
likely to be executed, while whites who killed blacks were the least likely to be sentenced 
to die.* Similarly, economic and social status influenced these judgments in illegitimate 
ways. These were the arbitrary features stressed by Justice Douglas. As he wrote, 


In a Nation committed to equal protection of the laws there is no permissible “caste” aspect 
of law enforcement. Yet we know that the discretion of judges and juries in imposing the 
death penalty enables the penalty to be selectively applied, feeding prejudices against the ac- 
cused if he is poor and despised, and lacking political clout, or if he is a member of a suspect 
or unpopular minority, and saving those who by social position may be in a more protected 
position.* 


Douglas argued, then, that the death penalty was cruel and unusual because it was applied 
to people (or not applied to them) for reasons that were legally irrelevant and impermis- 
sible. It would violate the Constitution to have a law that permitted the execution only of 
poor people or members of racial minorities. Since this was how the death penalty was op- 
erating in fact, its use under those conditions was unconstitutional. 


THE MORAL BASIS OF THE 
FURMAN DECISION 


In considering these issues, the Supreme Court was treating them as matters of constitu- 
tional law. The question facing the Court was whether the arbitrary imposition of the death 
penalty made it unconstitutional. Nonetheless, the issues involved in the Furman case are 
not solely matters of constitutional law. For opponents of the death penalty, the pattern of 
arbitrary and discriminatory sentencing is itself a deplorable moral injustice. Even if these 
practices were permissible under the Constitution, they would still be morally unjust. 
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I believe that this moral condemnation is appropriate and that the Court’s reasoning 
has moral as well as legal force. The Farman argument illuminates the true but paradoxi- 
cal judgment that it can be morally unjust to punish someone for a crime even if he 
morally deserves to be punished. 

In order to see that it can actually be unjust to give someone what he deserves, imag- 
ine a group of fifty people, all of whom have committed dreadful murders. Suppose that 
each one’s act is so horrible that we would have no trouble concluding that each one de- 
served to die. In spite of this, however, only those with red hair are sentenced to die, 
while all others are given lesser sentences. In this situation, the red-headed murderers 
would certainly feel that they were being treated unjustly, and I think that they would 
be correct. 

Even if a person deserves to die, that is not enough to make his execution just. In ad- 
dition, it is necessary that he be executed because he deserves to die. In the case I have de- 
scribed, we cannot explain why the red-headed murderers were sentenced to die by saying 
that they deserved it. This explanation is insufficient because others who were equally de- 
serving were not sentenced to die. So, if we try to explain the decision to execute some but 
not others, the explanation would be that they were people with red hair who had com- 
mitted heinous murders. Yet, it is surely unjust to execute someone because he is a red- 
headed murderer rather than a blond or black-haired murderer. This would be cruel and 
unusual in the sense stressed by Douglas, since it would involve basing the degree of pun- 
ishment on features of a person which are irrelevant. It is especially unjust if the punish- 
ment is determined by features of a person over which he has little or no control. 

Even if we grant, then, that only those who deserve to die are ever sentenced to die, we 
would be forced to see the death penalty as unjust if its actual imposition depended on 
such factors as race, economic status, ability to acquire adequate legal representation, or 
other facts which have nothing to do with a person’s culpability. That is the underlying 
moral argument of the Furman decision, and it is a powerful, important moral argument, 
even apart from its constitutional significance. 


ELIMINATING ARBITRARINESS 


The problem of arbitrariness has been addressed by death penalty supporters in two ways. 
After the Furman decision, state legislatures passed new laws that were designed to elimi- 
nate the influence of arbitrary features from death penalty impositions. Two strategies were 
pursued. In some states the death penalty was made mandatory for certain types of crimes. 
Anyone convicted of them would be executed so that both randomness and discrimination 
could play no role. This strategy was rejected by the Supreme Court. In Woodson v. North 
Carolina, it ruled that mandatory death sentences were unconstitutional, since they failed 
to permit consideration of individual differences among defendants.’ 

The second legislative strategy was to leave room for judgment but to eliminate arbi- 
trariness by providing specific guidelines for juries to follow in deciding on the appropri- 
ate sentence. This is the strategy of “guided discretion,” under which the law leaves the 
final judgment to juries but specifies what kinds of reasons may be used in determining 
whether a particular murderer ought to be executed or imprisoned. Typically, these guide- 
lines consist of lists of aggravating and mitigating circumstances, features of the crimes or 
persons that may make the crime worse or less bad. The new laws also included other pro- 
cedural safeguards, such as automatic appeals or reviews of death sentences and separate 
sentencing hearings, which allow defendants to present additional factors on their behalf. 


854 STEPHEN NATHANSON 


In its 1976 decision in Gregg v. Georgia, the Supreme Court ruled that statutes incor- 
porating “guided discretion” and other safeguards were constitutional because they made 
arbitrariness sufficiently unlikely. In making this ruling, the Court did not reject the 
Furman argument that arbitrarily imposed executions are cruel and unusual. Rather, it 
claimed that arbitrariness had been sufficiently eliminated so as to guarantee fair pro- 
ceedings and controlled, unbiased sentencing. 

The Gregg decision has prompted death penalty opponents to argue that “guided dis- 
cretion” is an illusion and that even under the new laws, sentences in capital cases con- 
tinue to be arbitrary and discriminatory. I do not at this point want to consider the evi- 
dence for these claims. Instead, I simply want to point out that if these claims are correct, 
then the Court would be bound to return to its earlier judgment that the death penalty 
was unconstitutional. This is because the Court did not reject the argument that if 
the death penalty is arbitrarily administered, then it violates the Constitution. Instead, it 
decided that under the new laws, the death penalty would no longer be administered 
arbitrarily. 


AGAINST THE ARGUMENT FROM 
ARBITRARINESS 


Although death penalty supporters have tried to make death sentencing less arbitrary, 
some of them explicitly reject the use of the argument from arbitrariness as a criticism of 
the death penalty. While favoring fairer sentencing, they think that the Court was wrong 
to accept the argument from aritrariness in the first place. They think that the death 
penalty can be just even if it is administered in an arbitrary and discriminatory way. For 
those who hold this position, evidence showing the continued influence of arbitrary and 
discriminatory factors would have no force because, in their view, it never was legally or 
morally relevant to the question of whether death is a just punishment. 

This rejection of the argument from arbitrariness has been stated forcefully by Ernest 
van den Haag, a longtime defender of the death penalty. According to van den Haag, 


the abolitionist argument from capriciousness, or discretion, or discrimination, would be 
more persuasive if it were alleged that those selectively executed are not guilty. But the ar- 
gument merely maintains that some other guilty but more favored persons, or groups, escape 
the death penalty. This is hardly sufficient for letting anyone else found guilty escape the 
penalty. On the contrary, that some guilty persons or groups elude it argues for extending the 
death penalty to them.° 


For van den Haag, the only injustice that occurs here is that some people who deserve 
death are not executed. In his opinion, however, the failure to execute these fortunate peo- 
ple does not show that it is unjust to execute others who are no more deserving of death 
but are simply less forcunate. 

From van den Haag’s point of view, the justice of punishments is entirely a matter of 
individual desert. As he writes: 


Justice requires punishing the guilty—as many of the guilty as possible, even if only some 
can be punished—and sparing the innocent—as many of the innocent as possible, even if not 
all are spared. It would surely be wrong to treat everybody with equal injustice in preference 
to meting out justice at least to some. . . . {If} the death penalty is morally just, however 
discriminatorily applied to only some of the guilty, it does remain just in each case in which it is 
applied.’ 
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According to van den Haag, then, the justice of individual punishments depends on in- 
dividual guilt alone and not on whether punishments are equally distributed among the 
class of guilty people. 

Van den Haag’s argument is important because it threatens to undermine the moral 
basis of the Furman decision. It dismisses as irrelevant the abolitionist argument that the 
death penalty is unjust because its use in the United States has been inextricably bound 
up with patterns of racial discrimination. Even if we find this history abhorrent, we may 
yet think that van den Haag’s argument is plausible. Its plausibility derives from the fact 
that we believe that it is often legitimate to punish or reward people, even though we 
know that others who are equally deserving will not be punished or rewarded. Here are 
two cases where common sense appears to support van den Haag’s view about the re- 
quirements of justice. 


A. A driver is caught speeding, ticketed, and required to pay a fine. Although we know that 
the percentage of speeders who are actually punished is extremely small, we would probably 
regard it as a joke if the driver protested that he was being treated unjustly or if someone ar- 
gued that no one should be fined for speeding unless all speeders were fined. 


B. A person performs a heroic act and receives a substantial reward, in addition to the re- 
spect and admiration of his fellow citizens. Because he deserves the reward, we think it just 
that he receive it, even though many equally heroic persons are not treated similarly. That 
most heroes are unsung is no reason to avoid rewarding this particular heroic individual. 


Both of these cases appear to support van den Haag’s view that we should do justice in 
individaul cases whenever we can and that our failure to treat people as they deserve in all 
cases provides no reason to withhold deserved punishment or reward from particular in- 
dividuals. If this is correct, then we must give up the argument from arbitrariness and ac- 
cept van den Haag’s view that “unequal justice is justice still.” 


ARBITRARY DECISIONS ABOUT 
WHO DESERVES WHAT 


In order to evaluate this objection to the argument from arbitrariness, we need to look at 
the original argument more closely. What a closer look reveals is that there is in fact more 
than one problem of arbitrariness. Van den Haag fails to take note of this, and for this rea- 
son, his discussion leaves untouched many of the central issues raised by the argument. 

We need to distinguish two different arguments, which I will call the argument from 
arbitrary judgment and the argument from arbitrary imposition. In making this distinc- 
tion, I do not mean to contrast two stages in the actual legal process. Rather, the contrast 
is meant to help us focus on two different grounds for the claim that the death penalty is 
unjust because arbitrary. 

Van den Haag assumes that judges and juries can and do make nonarbitrary judgments 
about what people deserve and that the problem of arbitrariness arises only in the impo- 
sition of punishments. For him, the arbitrariness arises when we try to determine who 
among those who deserve to die will actually be executed. This is what I want to call the 
argument from arbitrary imposition. It assumes that we know who deserves to die, and it 
objects to the fact that only some of those who deserve to die are executed. This version of 
the argument is expressed by Justice Stewart in the passage which I quoted earlier, and it 
is this argument which van den Haag addresses. 
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In doing so, however, he completely neglects the argument from arbitrary judgment. 
According to this argument, the determination of who deserves to die is itself arbitrary. It 
is not simply that arbitrary factors determine who among the deserving will be condemned 
to die. Rather, the problem is that the judgment concerning who deserves to die is itself 
a product of arbitrary factors. In other words, van den Haag assumes that we know who 
the deserving are, but this is just the assumption that the second form of the argument 
challenges. 

Charles Black is clearly drawing our attention to the problem of arbitrary judgment 
when he writes that 


the official choices—by prosecutors, judges, juries, and governors—that divide those who are 
to die from those who are to live are on the whole not made, and cannot be made, under stan- 
dards that are consistently meaningful and clear, but . . . they are often made, and in the 
foreseeable future will continue to be made, under no standards at all or under pseudo-stan- 
dards without discoverable meaning.’ 


If Black is correct, judgments about who deserves a particular punishment are arbitrary 
because the law does not contain meaningful standards for distinguishing those who de- 
serve death from those who deserve imprisonment. Given this lack of standards, factors 
that should have no influence will in fact be the primary bases of decision. 

This important argument is completely neglected by van den Haag. In order to defend 
the death penalty against this criticism, he would have to show that our laws contain 
adequate criteria for deciding whether people deserve death or imprisonment and that 
judges and juries have made judgments of desert in a nonarbitrary way. Van den Haag 
makes no effort to do this. He simply assumes that the legal system does a good job of 
distinguishing those who deserve to die from those who do not. This, however, is just what 
the argument from arbitrary judgment challenges. 

Van den Haag’s assumption may gain plausibility from his tendency to oversimplify 
the kinds of judgments that need to be made. In contrast with Black, who stresses the 
complexity of the law of homicide and the many steps in the legal process leading toward 
punishment, van den Haag is content with the abstract maxim that “justice requires pun- 
ishing the guilty . . . and sparing the innocent.” This maxim makes it look as if officials 
and jurors are faced with the simple choice of dividing people into two neat categories, 
the guilty and the innocent. And if we think of these as factual rather than legal categories, 
it makes it look as if the only judgment that they must make is whether one person did 
or did not kill another. 

In fact, of course, the judgments that must be made are much more complicated than 
this. To be guilty of a murder that merits the death penalty is not the same as having killed 
another person. While the basic factual judgment that one person has caused the death of 
another is itself not always easy to make, the legal judgments involved are more complex 
still. Of those who kill, some may have committed no crime at all if their action is judged 
to be justifiable homicide. For those guilty of some form of homicide, we need to decide how 
to classify their act within the degrees of homicide. What did the killer intend to do? Was 
he under duress? Was he provoked by the victim? Did he act with malice? Had the act been 
planned or was it spontaneous? These are among the factual issues that arise when juries try 
to determine the legal status of the action. Beyond these are legal questions. Was the act 
murder or manslaughter? And if it was murder, was it first or second degree murder? And 
if it was first degree murder, did any of the mitigating or aggravating circumstances char- 
acterize the act? These are the sorts of issues that actually confront prosecutors, juries, and 
judges, and they go well beyond the more familiar “whodunit” types of questions.’ 
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If prosecutors, juries, and judges do not have clear criteria by which to sort out these is- 
sues or if the criteria can be neglected in practice, then judgments about who deserves to face 
death rather than imprisonment will be arbitrary. This would undermine van den Haag’s op- 
timistic assumption that it is only those who genuinely deserve execution who are sentenced 
to die. 

In stressing the complexities of the judgments involved, I have tried to show why it is 
plausible to believe that the resulting judgments could well be influenced by arbitrary fac- 
tors. Further, I assume that if we are not confident that the death penalty is imposed on 
those who truly deserve it, then we would reject the punishment as unjust. This is the 
moral force of the argument from arbitrary judgment. Even if those who deserve to die 
ought to be executed, we ought not to allow the state to execute them if the procedures 
adopted by the state are unlikely to separate the deserving from the undeserving in a ra- 
tional and just manner. History supports the view that the death penalty has been imposed 
on those who are less favored for reasons which have nothing to do with their crimes. The 
judgment that they deserved to die has often been the result of prejudice, and their exe- 
cutions were unjust for this reason.” 


IS THE SYSTEM STILL ARBITRARY? 


One may wonder, however, whether this sort of arbitrary judgment is still occurring in the 
administration of the death penalty. Is there any evidence for the continued presence of 
this form of arbitrariness? Didn’t the Supreme Court’s Gregg decision show that this sort 
of arbitrariness is no longer a problem? 

To decide whether the problem of arbitrariness remains, one could either examine the 
new laws themselves to see whether the criteria for selecting those who deserve death are 
clear and adequate, or one could study the actual legal process and its results to see what 
factors play a role in leading to actual sentences. Both types of investigations have been 
carried out, and the case for continuing arbitrariness and discrimination is quite strong. 
Since my primary purpose here is to show that the existence of arbitrariness is morally 
relevant to our assessment of the death penalty, I will mention only a few points that in- 
dicate that the system remains flawed by arbitrariness. Others have made the case for the 
persistence of arbitrariness with force and in great detail." 

In his book Capital Punishment: The Inevitability of Caprice and Mistake, Charles Black 
shows how unclear are the lists of mitigating and aggravating circumstances which are 
supposed to guide juries in their sentencing decisions. His purely legal analysis is strongly 
supported by evidence about the actual workings of the stystem. In a study of sentencing 
under the new post-Furman laws, William Bowers and Glen Pierce found strong evidence 
of continued and systematic racial discrimination in the process leading to a sentence of 
death. I will mention just a few items from their study. 

Under the new laws, as they were applied between 1972 and 1977, the highest proba- 
bility of a death sentence was found to occur in those cases where the killer was black and 
the victim white. The lowest probability of execution was found where the victim was 
black and the killer white. This same pattern emerged in a study by William Bowers and 
Glen Pierce of sentencing in Florida, Georgia, Texas, and Ohio. In Ohio and Florida dur- 
ing this period, there were 127 cases of whites killing blacks, and not one of these mur- 
derers was sentenced to death. At the same time, blacks who killed whites in these states 
had about a 25 percent chance of receiving a death sentence.” 

The following chart, taken from the Bowers and Pierce study, shows the realtionship 
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between the races of victims and killers and the probability of a death sentence as this was 
exhibited in Ohio between 1974 and 1977. 


Death Sentence 


Racial Grouping Total Death Sentences Probability 
Black kills white 173, 44 254 
White kills white 803 a7 .046 
Black kills black 1,470 20 O17 
White kills black 47 0 .000 


These findings strongly suggest that judgments about the seriousness of crimes and the 
amount of blameworthiness attaching to criminals are strongly influenced by deep-seated 
racial prejudices. It appears that judges and juries regard the killing of a white by a black 
as a more serious crime than the killing of a black by a white. Thus, they judge that blacks 
killing whites deserve more severe punishments than whites killing blacks. Given the 
bluntness of our ordinary moral judgments and the deep roots of racial prejudice in our 
society, it is perhaps not surprising that these results occur. But it is clear that no law 
which embodied these criteria, grading crimes by the race of victims and offenders, would 
be constitutional. Yet the administration of our laws reveals the de facto operation of just 
these discriminatory criteria. 

Whatever role the criteria for assessing murders play, they do not effectively prevent 
the operation of discriminatory influences, and so they fail to eliminate the arbitrariness 
which the Furman ruling condemned. Rather than genuinely guiding judgments, the lists 
of mitigating and aggravating circumstances seem only to provide the language by which 
juries can justify judgments made on other grounds. This view is further supported by 
other data in the Bowers and Pierce study. If one compares the Florida and Georgia death 
penalty statutes, the following difference emerges. In Georgia, the law lists ten aggravat- 
ing circumstances. If a jury finds one of these circumstances characterizing a particular 
murder, it can recommend death, and the judge must accept their recommendation. In 
Florida, eight aggravating circumstances are listed, and the jury must determine that ag- 
gravating circumstances outweigh mitigating ones. On this basis, they can recommend 
death, but the judge need not accept their judgment. 

As a result of these differences, Florida juries must find more aggravating circumstances 
to support a recommendation of death than do Georgia juries. It is plausible to suppose 
that murders in Florida and Georgia do not themselves differ in systematic ways. If jury 
judgments about aggravating circumstances differ systematically, that would suggest that 
judgments about whether the defendant ought to be executed are made independently of 
the criteria and then fitted to the criteria in order to provide a legal rationalization for the 
decision. In particular, while it is implausible to suppose that murders committed in 
Florida are objectively worse than those committed in Georgia, we might expect to find 
that juries discover more aggravating circumstances in Florida so as to justify their inde- 
pendent conviction that a particular individual deserves to die. 

This is just what Bowers and Pierce found. While juries in Georgia found 46 percent 
of the murders they considered to be especially vile or heinous, Florida juries found these 
features in 89 percent of the murders they judged. Likewise, while Georgia juries found 
the factor of “risk to others” in only 1 percent of the cases facing them, Florida juries found 
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that 28 percent of their murders involved a risk to the lives of others beyond the victim. 
Similar results are found in all but one of the categories compared, further confirming the 
judgment that “guided discretion” remains a rather unguided and arbitrary process. The 
criteria function more as rationalizations of sentencing decisions than as determinants of 
thêm. 

Finally, while there are many states in the legal process leading to an execution, the 
Supreme Court’s decision in Gregg focused only on the question of whether juries were pro- 
vided with adequate guidelines in capital cases. It is important to recall, however, that im- 
portant decisions are made by prosecutors, judges, governors, and clemency boards as well. 
The case of prosecutors is especially important and instructive. Prosecutors must decide 
what charges to file, whether to try to convict a person of manslaughter or murder and 
whether to press for the death penalty. In making these decisions, they often consider how 
good a chance they have of winning a case. This does not seem unreasonable, but it is easy 
to see how this could perpetuate and play upon racial and other prejudices. The black de- 
fendant or killer of a white victim may be more likely to be charged with first degree mur- 
der in the first place because the prosecutor expects to find a jury that is less sympathetic 
to these defendants.” In many cases, those who are already disadvantaged in society have 
a greater chance of being charged with more serious crimes, while others more fortunate 
never face a life or death judgment from a jury because their killing has been classified as 
manslaughter by the prosecutor. The process is unjustly discriminatory and is arbitrary as 
well because the judgment is not based on a notion of what the defendant deserves. It is 
based on a calculation of success or failure in court, which is itself influenced by factors 
which ought to play no role in the legal process. 


CONCLUSIONS 


In this chapter, we have seen that the system of capital punishment does not operate so as 
to execute people only on the basis of what they deserve. Other arbitrary factors play a sig- 
nificant role in determining who is to die for killing another human being. In Furman v. 
Georgia, the Supreme Court recognized that an injustice could occur even in cases where 
a person who is condemned to die actually deserves that punishment. I have tried to ex- 
plain the moral basis for considering this an injustice. 

I have also considered the objection that arbitrariness is irrelevant because justice re- 
quires only that those who are punished deserve it. How others are treated is irrelevant. 
In replying to this objection, I noted the importance of distinguishing two forms of the 
argument from arbitrariness—the argument from arbitrary judgment and the argument 
from arbitrary imposition. What I have tried to show is that van den Haag neglects the 
argument from arbitrary judgment and assumes that all those who are sentenced to die de- 
serve this treatment. This optimistic assumption is unfounded, however, and I have cited 
some of the evidence that death sentences remain arbitrary and discriminatory in spite of 
the guided discretion system which the Supreme Court approved in Gregg v. Georgia and 
has upheld in subsequent decisions. 

I should note that although much of the arbitrariness I have discussed arises from pat- 
terns of racial prejudice in the United States, this argument is not only relevant to the 
death penalty in our society. There is nothing unique about the situation in which soci- 
eties contain both favored and unfavored groups. The groups may be identified by race, 
religion, class, political orientation, or other features. Wherever these divisions exist, ar- 
bitrariness and discrimination will be obstacles to the just administration of the law. 
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amining the moral messages associated with different defenses of affirmative action, he argues 
for a justification that emphasizes the values of mutual trust, respect, and fair opportunity. 


The Message of Affirmative Action 


Affirmative action programs remain controversial, I suspect, partly because the familiar ar- 
guments for and against them start from significantly different moral perspectives. Thus 
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I want to step back for a while from the details of debate about particular programs and 
give attention to the moral viewpoints presupposed in different types of argument. My aim, 
more specifically, is to compare the “messages” expressed when affirmative action is de- 
fended from different moral perspectives. Exclusively forward-looking (for example, utili- 
tarian) arguments, I suggest, tend to express the wrong message, but this is also true of 
exclusively backward-looking (for example, reparation-based) arguments. However, a 
moral outlook that focuses on cross-temporal narrative values (such as mutually respectful 
social relations) suggests a more appropriate account of what affirmative action should try 
to express. Assessment of the message, admittedly, is only one aspect of a complex issue, 
but it is a relatively neglected one. My discussion takes for granted some common-sense 
ideas about the communicative function of action, and so J begin with these. 

Actions, as the saying goes, often speak louder than words. There are times, too, when 
only actions can effectively communicate the message we want to convey and times when 
giving a message is a central part of the purpose of action. What our actions say to others 
depends largely, though not entirely, upon our avowed reasons foracting; and this is a mat- 
ter for reflective decision, not something we discover later by looking back at what we did 
and its effects. The decision is important because “the same act” can have very different 
consequences, depending upon how we choose to justify it. In a sense, acts done for dif- 
ferent reasons are not “the same act” even if they are otherwise similar, and so not merely 
the consequences but also the moral nature of our acts depends in part on our decisions 
about the reasons for doing them. 

Unfortunately, the message actually conveyed by our actions does not depend only on 
our intentions and reasons, for our acts may have a meaning for others quite at odds with 
what we hoped to express. Others may misunderstand our intentions, doubt our sincerity, 
or discern a subtext that undermines the primary message. Even if sincere, well-intended, 
and successfully conveyed, the message of an act or policy does not by itself justify the 
means by which it is conveyed; it is almost always a relevant factor, however, in the moral 
assessment of an act or policy. 

These remarks may strike you as too obvious to be worth mentioning; for, even if we 
do not usually express the ideas so abstractly, we are all familiar with them in our daily 
interactions with our friends, families, and colleagues. Who, for example, does not know 
the importance of the message expressed in offering money to another person, as well as 
the dangers of misunderstanding? What is superficially the same “act” can be an offer to 
buy, an admission of guilt, an expression of gratitude, a contribution to a common cause, 
a condescending display of superiority, or an outrageous insult. Since all this is so famil- 
iar, the extent to which these elementary points are ignored in discussions of the pros and 
cons of social policies such as affirmative action is surprising. The usual presumption is 
that social policies can be settled entirely by debating the rights involved or by estimat- 
ing the consequences, narrowly conceived of as separate from the messages that we want 
to give and those that are likely to be received. 

I shall focus attention for a while upon this relatively neglected issue of the message of 
affirmative action. In particular, I want to consider what message we should try to give with 
affirmative action programs and what messages we should try to avoid. What is the best 
way to convey the intended message, and indeed whether it is likely to be heard, are em- 
pirical questions that I cannot settle; but the question I propose to consider is nonetheless 
important, and it is a przor question. What do we want to say with our affirmative action 
programs, and why? Since the message that is received and its consequences are likely to 
depend to some extent on what we decide, in all sincerity, to be the rationale for such pro- 
grams, it would be premature and foolish to try to infer or predict these outcomes with- 
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out adequate reflection on what the message and rationale should be. Also, for those who 
accept the historical/narrative perspective described in Section IV, there is additional rea- 
son to focus first on the desired message; for that perspective treats the message of affir- 
mative action not merely as a minor side effect to be weighed in, for or against, but rather 
as an important part of the legitimate purpose of affirmative action. 

Much useful discussion has been devoted to the constitutionality of affirmative action 
programs, to the relative moral rights involved, and to the advantages and disadvantages 
of specific types of programs.’ By deemphasizing these matters here, I do not mean to sug- 
gest that they are unimportant. Even more, my remarks are not meant to convey the mes- 
sage, “It doesn’t matter what we do or achieve, all that matters is what we say.” To the 
contrary, I believe that mere gestures are insufficient and that universities cannot even 
communicate what they should by affirmative action policies unless these are sincerely de- 
signed to result in increased opportunities for those disadvantaged and insulted by racism 
and sexism. 

I divide my discussion as follows. First, I describe briefly two affirmative action pro- 
grams with which I am acquainted, so that we can have in mind some concrete examples 
before we turn to controversial principles. Second, I summarize why I think that affirma- 
tive action programs need not be illegitimate forms of “reverse discrimination” that vio- 
late the rights of non-minority males. This is a large issue, well discussed by others, but 
it must be considered at least briefly in order to open the way for more positive consider- 
ations. Third, I discuss two familiar strategies for justifying affirmative action and give 
some reasons for thinking that these should not be considered the whole story. One 
strategy, the “forward-looking,” appeals exclusively to the good results expected from such 
programs; the other, the “backward-looking,” focuses on past injustice and demands repa- 
ration. One of my main points is that this very division leads us to overlook some other 
important considerations. Fourth, in a brief philosophical interlude, I sketch a mode of 
evaluation that seems to provide a helpful alternative or supplement to the traditional sorts 
of evaluation that have dominated discussions of affirmative action. This suggestion draws 
from recent work in ethical theory that stresses the importance of historical context, nar- 
rative unity, and interpersonal relations. Fifth, combining these ideas with my proposal to 
consider the message of affirmative action, I present some analogies that point to an al- 
ternative perspective on the aims of affirmative action programs. Seen from this perspec- 
tive, programs that stress outreach, encouragement, and development opportunities ap- 
pear in a more favorable light than those that simply alter standards to meet quotas. 


I. SAMPLES OF AFFIRMATIVE 
ACTION PROGRAMS 


Affirmative action programs take various forms and are used in many different contexts. 
Here, however, I shall concentrate on hiring and admission policies in universities and col- 
leges. Even in this area there are many complexities that must be taken into account in 
the assessment of particular programs. It may matter, for example, whether the program 
is voluntary or government-mandated, quota-based or flexible, fixed-term or indefinite, in 
a formerly segregated institution or not, and so on. Obviously it is impossible to examine 
all these variations here. It is also unnecessary, for my project is not to defend or criticize 
specific programs but to raise general questions about how we should approach the issue. 
Nonetheless, though a full range of cases is not needed for this purpose, it may prove 
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useful to sketch some sample programs that at least illustrate what the more abstract de- 
bate is about. 

A common feature of affirmative action programs is that they make use of the categories 
of race and gender (more specifically, blacks and women) in their admissions and hiring 
policies, and they do so in a way that gives positive weight to being in one or the other of 
these latter categories. Policies use these classifications in different ways, as is evident in 
the cases described below. 

When I taught at Pomona College in 1966—68, for example, the faculty/student Ad- 
missions Committee was blessed, or cursed, with applications numbering several times the 
number of places for new students. After a careful study of the correlation between grade- 
point averages of graduating seniors and data available in their initial application dossiers, 
a professor had devised a formula for predicting “success” at the college, where success was 
measured by the student’s academic average at graduation from college. The predictive fac- 
tors included high school grades, national test scores, and a ranking of the high school ac- 
cording to the grades its previous graduates received at the college. All applicants were 
then ranked according to this formula, which was supposed purely to reflect academic 
promise. The top ten percent were automatically admitted; a cut-off point was established 
below which candidates were deemed incapable of handling the college curriculum. Then 
committee members made a “subjective” evaluation of the remaining (middle) candidates 
in which the members were supposed to give weight to special talents, high-minded am- 
bition, community service, intriguing personality, and (more generally) the likelihood 
of contributing to the sort of college community that the evaluators thought desirable. 
Another cut was made, reflecting both the “pure academic” criteria and the subjective 
evaluations. Next (as I recall) the football coach, the drama instructor, the orchestra leader, 
and others were invited to pick a specified number from those above the minimum cut- 
off if they needed a quarterback, a lead actor, a tuba player, or whatever. Then those iden- 
tified as minorities but above the minimum cut-off line were admitted, if they had not 
been already, by a procedure that started with the most qualified academically, moving 
down the list until the minority applicants to be admitted made up at least a certain per- 
centage of the final number of students to be admitted (10 percent, as I recall). The rest 
were admitted by their place on the academic list. 

Pomona College is a private institution, but some state colleges and universities have 
adopted policies that are similar in important respects. At the University of California at 
Los Angeles in the 1970s, I became familiar with a significantly different kind of affirma- 
tive action regarding graduate student admissions and faculty hiring and promotion. The 
emphasis here was on positive efforts to seek out and encourage qualified minority appli- 
cants—for example, through recruitment letters, calls, and campus visits. Special funds 
were allocated to create new faculty positions for qualified minority candidates, and spe- 
cial fellowships were made available to release minority faculty from some teaching duties 
prior to tenure. Teaching and research interests in race and gender problems were officially 
recognized as relevant to hiring and promotion decisions in certain departments, provided 
the usual academic standards were maintained. Guidelines and watchdog committees were 
established to require departments to prove that, each time they hired a non-minority 
male, they did so only after a thorough search for and examination of minority and female 
candidates. Since decisions to hire and promote were still determined by the judgments 
of diverse individuals, I suspect that some deans, department heads, and voting faculty 
members carried affirmative action beyond the guidelines, some countered this effect by 
negative bias, and some simply refused to deviate from what they perceived as “color- 
blind” and “sex-blind” criteria. 
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Il. AFFIRMATIVE ACTION OR 
REVERSE DISCRIMINATION? 


Is affrimative action necessarily a morally illegitimate form of “reverse discrimination” that 
violates the rights of white male applicants? 

The question here is not whether some particular affirmative action program is illegiti- 
mate, for example, because it uses quotas or causes the deliberate hiring of less qualified 
teachers; the question, rather, is whether making gender and race a relevant category in uni- 
versity policy is ¿n ztself unjust. If so, we need not go further with our discussion of the mes- 
sage of affirmative action and its advantages and disadvantages: for however important the 
need is to communicate and promote social benefits, we should not do so by unjust means. 

Some think that the injustice of all affirmative action programs is obvious or easily 
demonstrated. Two facile but confused arguments seem to have an especially popular ap- 
peal. The first goes this way: “Affirmative action, by definition, gives preferential treat- 
ment to minorities and women. This is discrimination in their favor and against non-mi- 
nority males. All discrimination by public institutions is unjust, no matter whether it is 
the old kind or the newer ‘reverse discrimination.’ So all affirmative action programs in 
public institutions are unjust.” 

This deceptively simple argument, of course, trades on an ambiguity. In one sense, 
to “discriminate” means to “make a distinction,” to pay attention to a difference. In this 
evaluatively neutral sense, of course, affirmative action programs do discriminate. But 
public institutions must, and justifiably do, “discriminate” in this sense—for example, be- 
tween citizens and non-citizens, freshmen and seniors, the talented and the retarded, and 
those who pay their bills and those who do not. Whether it is unjust to note and make 
use of a certain distinction in a given context depends upon many factors: the nature of 
the institution, the relevant rights of the parties involved, the purposes and effects of mak- 
ing that distinction, and so on. 

All this would be obvious except for the fact that the word “discrimination” is also used 
in a pejorative sense, meaning (roughly) “making use of a distinction in an unjust or ille- 
gitimate way.” To discriminate in this sense is obviously wrong; but now it remains an 
open question whether the use of race and gender distinctions in affirmative action pro- 
grams is really “discrimination” in this sense. The simplistic argument uses the evalua- 
tively neutral sense of “discrimination” to show that affirmative action discriminates; it 
then shifts to the pejorative sense when it asserts that discrimination is always wrong. Al- 
though one may, in the end, conclude that all public use of racial and gender distinctions is 
unjust, to do so requires more of an argument than the simple one (just given) that merely 
exploits an ambiguity of the word “discrimination.” 

A slightly more sophisticated argument runs as follows: “Affirmative action programs 
give special benefits to certain individuals ‘simply because they are women or blacks.’ But 
one’s color and gender are morally irrelevant features of a person. It is unjust for public in- 
stitutions to give special benefits to individuals solely because they happen to have certain 
morally irrelevant characteristics. Hence affirmative action programs are always unjust.” 

A special twist is often added to this argument, as follows: “What was wrong with Jim 
Crow laws, denial of the vote to women and blacks, and segregation in schools and pub- 
lic facilities was just the fact that such practices treated people differently simply because 
they happened to have certain morally irrelevant characteristics. Affirmative action pro- 
grams, however well-intentioned, are doing exactly the same thing. So they are wrong for 
the same reason.” 


: 
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Now people who argue in this way may well be trying to express something important, 
which should not be dismissed; but, as it stands, the argument is confused, unfair, and his- 
torically inaccurate. The confusion and unfairness lie in the misleading use of the expres- 
sion “simply because they are women or blacks.” It is true that typical affirmative action 
programs, such as those I described earlier, use the categories of “black” (or “minority”) 
and “female” as an instrumental part of a complex policy. This does not mean, however, 
that the fundamental reason, purpose, or justification of the policy is nothing more than 
“this individual is black (or female).” To say that someone favors a person “simply because 
that person is black (or female)” implies that there is no further reason, purpose, or justi- 
fication, as if one merely had an utterly arbitrary preference for dark skin as opposed to 
light or female anatomy over male anatomy. But no serious advocate of affirmative action 
thinks the program is justified by such personal preferences. On the contrary, advocates 
argue that, given our historical situation, quite general principles of justice or utility jus- 
tify the temporary classificatory use of race and gender. That being black or white, male 
or female, does not in itself make anyone morally better or more deserving is acknowl- 
edged on all sides. 

Thus even if one should conclude that the attempts to justify affirmative action fail, the 
fair and clear way to express this would be to say that the grounds that have been offered 
for using race and gender categories as affirmative action programs do are unconvincing. 
Unlike the rhetorical claim that they favor inidviduals “merely because they are black (or 
female),” this does not insinuate unfairly that the programs were instituted for no reason 
other than personal taste. And, of course, those of us who believe that there are good rea- 
sons for affirmative action policies, with their sorting by gender and race, have even more 
reason to reject the misleading and insulting description that we advocate special treat- 
ment for individuals merely because they are blacks or women. 

The argument we have been considering is objectionable in another way as well. As 
Richard Wasserstrom points out, the moral wrongs against blacks and women in the past 
were not wrong just because people were classified and treated differently according to the 
morally irrelevant features of gender and color.’ There was this sort of arbitrary treatment, 
of course, but the main problem was not that women and blacks were treated differently 
somehow but that they were treated as no human being should be treated. Segregation, for ex- 
ample, was in practice not merely a pointless sorting of individuals, like separating peo- 
ple according to the number of letters in their names. It was a way of expressing and per- 
petuating white contempt for blacks and preserving social structures that kept blacks from 
taking full advantage of their basic human rights. The mistreatment of women was not 
merely that they were arbitrarily selected for the more burdensome but still legitimate so- 
cial roles. It was, in large part, that the practices expressed an attitude towards women that 
subtly undermined their chances of making use of even the limited opportunities they had. 
The proper conclusion, then, is not that any current program that makes use of race and 
gender categories is simply committing the same old wrongs in reverse. The worst wrongs 
of the past went far beyond merely the arbitrary use of these categories; moreover, it has 
yet to be established that the new use of these categories in affirmative action is in fact ar- 
bitrary (like the old use). An arbitrary category is one used without good justification; the 
charge that affirmative action programs use race and gender categories unjustifiably is just 
what is at issue, not something we can assume at the start. 

Another argument to show that affirmative action is unjust is that it violates the rights 
of white males who apply for admission or jobs in the university. This is a complex issue, 
discussed at length in journals and before the Supreme Court; rather chan review that de- 
bate, I will just mention a few of the considerations that lead me to think that, though 
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certain types of affirmative action may violate the rights of white males, appropriately de- 
signed affirmative action programs do not. 

First, no individual, white male or otherwise, has an absolute right to a place in a pub- 
lic university—that is, a right independent of complex considerations of the functions of 
the university, the reasonable expectations of actual and potential taxpayers and other sup- 
porters, the number of places available, the relative merits of other candidates, and so on. 
What rights does an applicant have? Few would dispute that each individual has a right 
to “formal justice.”> That is, one should not be arbitrarily denied a place to which one is 
entitled under the existing and publicly-declared rules and regulations. Any university 
must have rules concerning residency, prior education, submission of application forms, 
taking of entrance tests, and the like, as well as more substantive standards and policies 
for selecting among those who satisfy these minimal requirements. Formal justice requires 
that individual administrators do not deviate from the preestablished rules and standards 
currently in effect, whether from personal preference or high-minded social ideals. But this 
is not to say that old policies cannot reasonably be changed. One does not, for example, 
necessarily have a right to be treated by the rules and standards in force when one was born 
or when one first thought about going to college. 

Formal justice is quite limited, however, for it is compatible with substantively unjust 
rules and standards. In addition to formal justice, each individual citizen has a right that 
the rules and standards of the university to which he or she applies be made (and, when 
necessary, changed) only for good reasons, consistent with the purposes of the university 
and the ideals of justice and basic human equality. This is a more stringent standard; it does 
establish a presumption against using race and gender categories in policies which affect the 
distribution of opportunities, such as jobs and student status. This is because race and gen- 
der, like height and musculature, are not ¿n themselves morally relevant characteristics. Con- 
sidered in isolation from their connections with other matters, they do not make anyone 
more, or less, deserving of anything. As the Supreme Court says, they are classifications that 
are “suspect.”* But this does not mean that it is always unjust to use them, but only that 
their use stands in need of justification. What counts as a justification depends crucially 
upon our assessment of the legitimate purposes of the institution that uses the categories. 

No one denies that the education of citizens and the pursuit of knowledge are central 
among the purposes of public universities. But, when resources are limited, decisions must 
be made as to what knowledge is to be pursued and who is to be offered education in each 
institution. Here we must consider the roles that universities play as parts of a complex 
network of public institutions (of many kinds) in a country committed to democratic 
ideals and faced with deep social problems. It has never been the practice of universities 
to disregard their social roles in the name of “purely academic” concerns; given current so- 
cial problems, few would morally defend such disregard now. The more serious issue is not 
whether this role should be considered but rather whether the role is better served by af- 
firmative action or by admission and hiring policies that admit only classification by test 
scores, grades, and past achievements. To decide this, we must look more closely at the 
purposes that affirmative action is supposed to serve. 


II. STRATEGIES OF JUSTIFICATION: 
CONSEQUENCES AND REPARATIONS 


Some arguments for affirmative action look exclusively to its future benefits. The idea is 
that what has happened in the past is not in itself relevant to what we should do; at most, 
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it provides clues as to what acts and policies are likely to bring about the best future. The 
philosophical tradition associated with this approach is utilitarianism, which declares that 
the morally right act is whatever produces the best consequences. Traditionally, utilitari- 
anism evaluated consequences in terms of happiness and unhappiness, but the anticipated 
consequences of affirmative action are often described more specifically. For example, some 
argue that affirmative action will ease racial tensions, prevent riots, improve services in” 
minority neighborhoods, reduce unemployment, remove inequities in income distribu- 
tion, eliminate racial and sexual prejudice, and enhance the self-esteem of blacks and 
women. Some have called attention to the fact that women and minorities provide alter- 
native perspectives on history, literature, philosophy, and politics, and that this has bene- 


ficial effects for both education and research. 


These are important considerations, not irrelevant to the larger responsibilities of uni- 
versities. For several reasons, however, I think it is a mistake for advocates of affirmative 
action to rest their case exclusively on such forward-looking arguments. First, critics raise 
reasonable doubts about whether affirmative action is necessary to achieve these admirable 
results. The economist Thomas Sowell argues that a free-market economy can achieve the 
same results more efficiently; his view is therefore that even if affirmative action has bene- 
ficial results (which he denies), it is not necessary for the purpose.’ Though Sowell’s posi- 
tion can be contested, the controversy itself tends to weaken confidence in the entirely for- 
ward-looking defense of affirmative action. 

An even more obvious reason why affirmative action advocates should explore other 
avenues for its defense is that the exclusively forward-looking approach must give equal 
consideration to possible negative consequences of affirmative action. It may be, for ex- 
ample, that affirmative action will temporarily increase racial tensions, especially if its 
message is misunderstood. Even legitimate use of race and sex categories may encourage 
others to abuse the categories for unjust purposes. If applied without sensitive regard to 
the educational and research purposes of the university, affirmative action might severely 
undermine its efforts to fulfill these primary responsibilities. Jf affirmative action programs 
were to lower academic standards for blacks and women, they would run the risk of dam- 
aging the respect that highly qualified blacks and women have earned by leading others 
to suspect that these highly qualified people lack the merits of white males in the same 
positions. This could also be damaging to the self-respect of those who accept affirmative 
action positions. Even programs that disavow “lower standards” unfortunately arouse the 
suspicion that they don’t really do so, and this by itself can cause problems. Although I 
believe that well-designed affirmative action programs can minimize these negative ef- 
fects, the fact that they are a risk is a reason for not resting the case for affirmative action 
on a delicate balance of costs and benefits. 

Reflection on the message of affirmative action also leads me to move beyond entirely 
forward-looking arguments. For if the sole purpose is to bring about a brighter future, 
then we give the wrong message to both the white males who are rejected and to the 
women and blacks who are benefited. To the latter what we say, in effect, is this: “Never 
mind how you have been treated. Forget about the fact that your race or sex has in the past 
been actively excluded and discouraged, and that you yourself may have had handicaps due 
to prejudice. Our sole concern is to bring about certain good results in the future, and giv- 
ing you a break happens to be a useful means for doing this. Don’t think this is a recog- 
nition of your rights as an individual or your disadvantages as a member of a group. Nor 
does it mean that we have confidence in your abilities. We would do the same for those 
who are privileged and academically inferior if it would have the same socially beneficial 
results.” 
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To the white male who would have had a university position but for affirmative action, 
the exclusively forward-looking approach says: “We deny you the place you otherwise 
would have had simply as a means to produce certain socially desirable outcomes. We have 
not judged chat others are more deserving, or have a right, to the place we are giving them 
instead of you. Past racism and sexism are irrelevant. The point is just that the sacrifice of 
your concerns is a useful means to the larger end of the future welfare of others.” 

This, I think, is the wrong message to give. It is also unnecessary. The proper alterna- 
tive, however, is not to ignore the possible future benefits of affirmative action but rather 
to take them into account as a part of a larger picture. 

A radically different strategy for justifying affirmative action is to rely on backward- 
looking arguments. Such arguments call our attention to certain events in the past and as- 
sert that because these past events occurred, we have certain duties now. The modern 
philosopher who most influentially endorsed such arguments was W. D. Ross.° He argued 
that there are duties of fidelity, justice, gratitude, and reparation that have a moral force 
independent of any tendency these may have to promote good consequences. The fact that 
you have made a promise, for example, gives you a strong moral reason to do what you 
promised, whether or not doing so will on balance have more beneficial consequences. The 
Rossian principle that is often invoked in affirmative action debates is a principle of repa- 
ration. This says that those who wrongfully injure others have a ( prima facie) duty to apolo- 
gize and make restitution. Those who have wronged others owe reparation. 

James Forman dramatically expressed this idea in New York in 1969 when he presented 
“The Black Manifesto,” which demanded five hundred million dollars in reparation to 
American blacks from white churches and synagogues.’ Such organizations, the Manifesto 
contends, contributed to our history of slavery and racial injustice; as a result, they in- 
curred a debt to the black community that still suffers from its effects. Objections were 
immediately raised: for example, both slaves and slave-owners are no longer alive; not 
every American white is guilty of racial oppression; and not every black in America was a 
victim of slavery and its aftermath. 

Bernard Boxill, author of Blacks and Social Justice, developed a more sophisticated ver- 
sion of the backward-looking argument with a view to meeting these objections.’ Let us 
admit, he says, that both the perpetrators and the primary victims of slavery are gone, and 
let us not insist that contemporary whites are guilty of perpetrating further injustices. 
Some do, and some do not, and public administrators cannot be expected to sort out the 
guilty from the non-guilty. However, reparation, or at least some “compensation,” is still 
owed, because contemporary whites have reaped the profits of past injustice to blacks. He 
asks us to consider the analogy with a stolen bicycle. Suppose my parent stole your par- 
ent’s bicycle some time ago, both have since died, and I “inherited” the bike from my par- 
ent, the thief. Though I may be innocent of any wrongdoing (so far), I am in possession 
of stolen goods rightfully belonging to you, the person who would have inherited the bike 
if it had not been stolen. For me to keep the bike and declare that I owe you nothing wouid 
be wrong, even if I was not the cause of your being deprived. By analogy, present-day 
whites owe reparations to contemporary blacks, not because they are themselves guilty of 
causing the disadvanges of blacks, but because they are in possession of advantages that 
fell to them as a result of the gross injustices of their ancestors. Special advantages con- 
tinue to fall even to innocent whites because of the ongoing prejudice of their white neigh- 
bors. 

Although it raises many questions, this line of argument acknowledges some important 
points missing in most exclusively forward-looking arguments: for example, it stresses 
the (intrinsic) relevance of past injustice and it calls attention to the rights and current 


THE MESSAGE OF AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 869 


disadvantages of blacks (in contrast with future benefits for others). When developed as an 
argument for affirmative action, it does not accuse all white males of prejudice and wrong- 
doing; at the same time, however, its sees the fundamental value as justice. As a result, it 
avoids giving the message to either rejected white males or reluctant affirmative action ap- 
plicants that they are “mere means” to a social goal that is largely independent of their 
rights and interests as individuals. 

There are, however, serious problems in trying to justify affirmative action by this back- 
ward-looking argument, especially if it is treated as the exclusive or central argument. De- 
grees of being advantaged and disadvantaged are notoriously hard to measure. New im- 
migrants have not shared our history of past injustices, and so the argument may not apply 
to them in any straightforward way. The argument appeals to controversial ideas about 
property rights, inheritance, and group responsibilities. Some argue that affirmative ac- 
tion tends to benefit the least disadvantaged blacks and women; though this does not mean 
that they are owed nothing, their claims would seem to have lower priority than the needs 
of the most disadvantaged. Some highly qualified blacks and women object that affirma- 
tive action is damaging to their reputations and self-esteem, whereas the reparation argu- 
ment seems to assume that it is a welcome benefit to all blacks and women. 

If we focus on the message that the backward-looking argument sends, there are also 
some potential problems. Though rightly acknowledging past injustice, the argument (by 
itself) seems to convey the message that racial and sexual oppression consisted primarily 
in the loss of tangible goods, or the deprivation of specific rights and opportunities, that 
can be “paid back” in kind. The background idea, which goes back at least to Aristotle, is 
that persons wrongfully deprived of their “due” can justly demand an “equivalent” to what 
they have lost. But, while specific deprivations were an important part of our racist and 
sexist past, they are far from the whole story. Among the worst wrongs then, as now, were 
humiliations and contemptuous treatment of a type that cannot, strictly, be “paid back.” 
The problem was, and is, not just that specific rights and advantages were denied, but that 
prejudicial attitudes damaged self-esteem, undermined motivations, limited realistic op- 
tions, and made even “officially open” opportunities seem undesirable. Racism and sexism’ 
were (and are) insults, not merely tangible zzjuries." These are not the sort of thing that 
can be adequately measured and repaid with equivalents. The trouble with treating in- 
sulting racist and sexist practices on a pure reparation model is not merely the practical 
difficulty of identifying the offenders, determining the degree of guilt, assessing the 
amount of payment due, etc. It is also that penalty payments and compensation for lost 
benefits are not the only, or primary, moral responses that are called for. When affirmative 
action is defended exclusively by analogy with reparation, it tends to express the mislead- 
ing message that the evils of racism and sexism are all tangible losses that can be “paid 
off”; by being silent on the insulting nature of racism and sexism, it tends to add insult 
to insult. 

The message suggested by the reparation argument, by itself, also seems objectionable 
because it conveys the idea that higher education, teaching, and doing research are mainly 
benefits awarded in response to self-centered demands. The underlying picture too easily 
suggested is that applicants are a group of self-interested, bickering people, each grasping 
for limited “goodies” and insisting on a right to them. When a university grants an op- 
portunity through affirmative action, its message would seem to be this. “We concede that 
you have a valid claim to this benefit and we yield to your demand, though this is not to 
suggest that we have confidence in your abilities or any desire to have you here.” This in- 
vitation seems too concessive, the atmosphere too adversarial, and the emphasis too much 
on the benefits rather than the responsibilities of being a part of the university. 
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IV. PHILOSOPHICAL INTERLUDE: 
AN ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVE 


Here I want to digress from the explicit consideration of affirmative action in order to con- 
sider more abstract philosophical questions about the ways we evaluate acts and policies. 
At the risk of oversimplifying, I want to contrast some assumptions that have, until re- 
cently, been dominant in ethical theory with alternatives suggested by contemporary 
philosophers who emphasize historical context, narrative unity, and community values.” 
Although these alternatives, in my opinion, have not yet been adequately developed, there 
seem to be at least four distinguishable themes worth considering. 

First, when we reflect on what we deeply value, we find that we care not merely about 
the present moment and each future moment in isolation but also about how our past, 
present, and future cohere or fit together into a life and a piece of history. Some of our val- 
ues, we might say, are cross-time wholes, with past, present, and future parts united in 
certain ways. Thus, for example, the commitments I have made, the projects I have begun, 
what I have shared with those I love, the injuries I have caused, and the hopes I have en- 
couraged importantly affect both whether I am satisfied with my present and how I want 
the future to go. 

Second, in reflecting on stretches of our lives and histories, we frequently use evalua- 
tive concepts drawn more from narrative literature than from accounting. Thus, for ex- 
ample, we think of our lives as having significant beginnings, crises, turning points, dra- 
matic tension, character development, climaxes, resolutions, comic interludes, tragic 
disruptions, and eventually fitting (or unfitting) endings. The value of any moment often 
depends on what came before and what we anticipate to follow. And since our lives are in- 
tertwined with others in a common history, we also care about how our moments cohere 
with others’ life stories. The past is seen as more than a time of accumulated debts and as- 
sets, and the future is valued as more than an opportunity for reinvesting and cashing in 
assets. 

Third, evaluation must take into account one’s particular historical context, including 
one’s cultural, national, and ethnic traditions, and the actual individuals in one’s life. 
Sometimes this point is exaggerated, I think, to suggest a dubious cultural relativism or 
“particularism” in ethics: for example, the thesis that what is valuable for a person is de- 
fined by the person’s culture or that evaluations imply no general reasons beyond particu- 
lar judgments, such as “That’s ovr way” and “John is my son.” But, construed modestly 
as a practical or epistemological point, it seems obvious enough, on reflection, that we 
should take into account the historical context of our acts and that we are often in a bet- 
ter position to judge what is appropriate in particular cases than we are to articulate uni- 
versally valid premises supporting the judgment. We can sometimes be reasonably confi- — 
dent about what is right in a particular context without being sure about whether or not 
there are relevant differences blocking the same judgment in seemingly similar but less 
familiar contexts. We know, as a truism, that the same judgment applies if there are no 
relevant differences, but in practice the particular judgment may be more evident than the 
exact scope of the moral generalizations that hold across many cases. Thus, though giving 
reasons for our judgments in particular contexts commits us to acknowledging their po- 
tential relevance in other contexs, moral judgment cannot be aptly represented simply as 
deducing specific conclusions from clear and evident general principles. 

Fourth, when we evaluate particular acts and policies as parts of lives and histories, what 
is often most important is the value of the whole, which cannot always be determined by 
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“summing up” the values of the parts. Lives, histories, and interpersonal relations over 
time are what G. E. Moore called “organic unities”—that is, wholes the value of which is 
not necessarily the sum of the values of the parts.“ The point here is not merely the obvi- 
ous practical limitation that we cannot measure and quantify values in this area. More fun- 
damentally, the idea is that it would be a mistake even to try to evaluate certain unities 
by assessing different parts in isolation from one another, then adding up all their values. 
Suppose, for example, a woman with terminal cancer considered two quite different ways 
of spending her last days. One way, perhaps taking a world cruise, might seem best when 
evaluated in terms of the quality of each future moment, in isolation from her past and 
her present ties; but another way, perhaps seeking closure in projects and with estranged 
family members, might seem more valuable when seen as a part of her whole life. 

Taken together, these ideas cast doubt on both the exclusively forward-looking method 
of assessment and the standard backward-looking alternative. Consequentialism, or the ex- 
clusively forward-looking method, attempts to determine what ought to be done at pres- 
ent by fixing attention entirely on future results. To be sure, any-sensible consequentialist 
will consult the past for lessons and clues helpful in predicting future outcomes: for ex- 
ample, recalling that you offended someone yesterday may enable you to predict that the 
person will be cool to you tomorrow unless you apologize. But beyond this, consequen- 
tialists have no concern with the past, for their “bottom line” is always “what happens from 
now on,” evaluated independently of the earlier chapters of our lives and histories. For the 
consequentialist, assessing a life or history from a narrative perspective becomes impossi- 
ble or at least bizarre, as what must be evaluated at each shifting moment is “the story 
from now on” independently of what has already been written." 

The standard Rossian alternative to this exclusively forward-looking perspective is to 
introduce certain (prima facie) duties to respond to certain past events in specified ways— 
for example, pay debts, keep promises, pay reparation for injuries. These duties are sup- 
posed to be self-evident and universal (though they are prima facie), and they do not hold 
because they tend to promote anything good or valuable. Apart from aspects of the acts 
mentioned in the principles (for example, fulfilling a promise, returning favors, not in- 
juring, etc.), details of historical and personal context are considered irrelevant. 

By contrast, the narrative perspective sketched above considers the past as an integral 
part of the valued unities that we aim to bring about, not merely as a source of duties. If 
one has negligently wronged another, Ross regards this past event as generating a duty to 
pay reparations even if doing so will result in nothing good. But from the narrative per- 
spective, the past becomes relevant in a further way. One may say, for example, that the 
whole consisting of your life and your relationship with that person from the time of the 
injury into the future will be a better thing if you acknowledge the wrong and make ef- 
forts to restore what you have damaged. For Ross, the duty is generated by the past and 
unrelated to bringing about anything good; from the narrative perspective, however, the 
requirement is just what is required to bring about a valuable connected whole with past, 
present, and future parts—the best way to complete a chapter, so to speak, in two inter- 
secting life-stories. 

So far, neither the Rossian nor the narrative account has told us much about the ul- 
timate reasons for their evaluations, but they reveal ways to consider the matter. The 
Rossian asks us to judge particular cases in the light of “self-evident” general principles 
asserting that certain past events tend to generate present (or future) duties. The alterna- 
tive perspective calls for examining lives and relationships, over time, in context, as or- 
ganic unities evaluated (partly) in narrative terms. 

To illustrate, consider two persons, John and Mary. John values having Mary’s trust and 
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respect, and conversely Mary values having John’s; moreover, John values the fact that 
Mary values being trusted and respected by him, and conversely Mary values the same 
about Johnas 

Now suppose that other people have been abusive and insulting to Mary, and that John 
is worried that Mary may take things he had said and done as similarly insulting, even 
though he does not think that he consciously meant them this way. Though he is worried, 
Mary does not seem to suspect him; he fears that he may only make matters worse if he 
raises the issue, creating suspicions she did not have or focusing on doubts that he cannot 
allay. Perhaps, he thinks, their future relationship would be better served if he just re- 
mained silent, hoping that the trouble, if any, will fade in time. If so, consequentialist 
thinking would recommend silence. Acknowledging this, he might nonetheless feel that 
duties of friendship and fidelity demand that he raise the issue, regardless of whether or 
not the result will be worse. Then he would be thinking as a Rossian. 

But, instead, he might look at the problem from an alternative perspective, asking him- 
self what response best affirms and contributes to the sort of ongoing relationship he has 
and wants to continue with Mary. Given their history together, it is important to him to 
do his part towards restoring the relationship if it indeed has been marred by perceived 
insults or suspicions. To be sure, he wants future relations of mutual trust and respect, but 
not at any price and not by just any means. Their history together is not irrelevant, for 
what he values is not merely a future of a certain kind, but that their relationship over 
time be of the sort he values. He values an ongoing history of mutual trust and respect 
that calls for an explicit response in this current situation, not merely as a means to a 
brighter future but as a present affirmation of what they value together. Even if unsure 
which course will be best for the future, he may be reasonably confident that the act that 
best expresses his respect and trust (and his valuing hers, etc.) is to confront the problem, 
express his regrets, reaffirm his respect, ask for her trust, be patient with her doubts, and 
welcome an open dialogue. If the insults were deep and it is not entirely clear whether or 
not he really associated himself with them, then mere words may not be enough to con- 
vey the message or even to assure himself of his own sincerity. Positive efforts, even at con- 
siderable cost, may be needed to express appropriately and convincingly what needs to be 
said. How the next chapter unfolds is not entirely up to him, and he would not be re- 
spectful if he presumed otherwise by trying to manipulate the best future unilaterally. 

The example concerns only two persons and their personal values, but it illustrates a 
perspective that one can also take regarding moral problems involving many persons. 


V. MUTUAL RESPECT, FAIR OPPORTUNITY, 
AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 


Turning back to our main subject, I suggest that some of the values that give affirmative 


gender relations governed, so far as possible, by the ideals of mutual respect, trust, and fair 
opportunity for all. 

Our national history provides a context of increasing recognition and broader interpre- 
tation of the democratic ideal of the equal dignity of all human beings—an ideal that has 
been flagrantly abused from the outset, partially affirmed in the bloody Civil War, and in- 
creasingly extended in the civil rights movement, but is still far from being fully re- 
spected. More specifically, blacks and women were systematically treated in an unfair and 
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demeaning way by public institutions, including universities, until quite recently, and few 
could confidently claim to have rooted out racism and sexism even now.” The historical 
context is not what grounds or legitimates democratic values, but it is the background of 
the current problem, the sometimes admirable and often ugly way the chapters up until 
now have been written. 

Consider first the social ideal of mutual respect and trust among citizens. The problem 
of implementing this in the current context is different from the problem in the two-per- 
son example discussed above, for the history of our racial and gender relations is obviously 
not an idyllic story of mutual respect and trust momentarily interrupted by a crisis. Even 
so, the question to ask is not merely, “What will promote respectful and trusting racial 
and gender relations in future generations?,” but rather, “Given our checkered past, how 
can we appropriately express the social value of mutual respect and trust that we want, so 
far as possible, to characterize our history?” We cannot change our racist and sexist past, 
but we also cannot express full respect for those present individuals who live in its after- 
math if we ignore it. What is called for is not merely repayment of tangible debts incurred 
by past injuries, but also a message to counter the deep insult inherent in racism and sex- 
ism. 

Recognizing that problems of this kind are not amenable to easy solutions deduced 
from self-evident moral generalizations, we may find it helpful instead to reflect on an 
analogy. Suppose you return to the hometown you left in childhood, remembering with 
pride its Fourth of July speeches about the values of community, equality, and fairness for 
all. You discover, however, that the community was never as perfect as you thought. In 
fact, for years—until quite recently—certain families, who had been disdainfully labeled 
“the Barefeet,” had not only been shunned by most folk but had also been quietly terror- 
ized by a few well-placed citizens. The Barefeet had been arrested on false charges, beaten, 
raped, and blackmailed into silent submission. The majority, perhaps, would never have 
done these things, but their contempt for the Barefeet was such that most would have re- 
garded these crimes less important than if they had been done to insiders. Fortunately, the 
worst offenders have died, and so have the victims of the most outrageous crimes. Majority 
attitudes have changed somewhat, though often only from open contempt to passive dis- 
regard. Some new citizens have come to town, and a few of the Barefeet (now more po- 
litely called “Cross-towners”) have managed to become successful. Nonetheless, the older 
Cross-towners are still fearful and resigned, and the younger generation is openly resent- 
ful and distrustful when officials proclaim a new commitment to democratic ideals. It is 
no surprise, then, that few Cross-towners take full advantage of available opportunities and 
that the two groups tend to isolate themselves from each other. 

Now suppose you, as one of the majority, could persuade the rest to give a message to 
the Cross-towners, a message appropriate to the majority's professed value of being a com- 
munity committed to mutual respect and trust. What would you propose? And, assum- 
ing that doing so would violate no one’s rights, what means would you think best to 
convey that message sincerely and effectively? Some would no doubt suggest simply 
forgetting about the past and hoping that time will heal the wounds. But, whether effec- 
tive in the future or not, this plan fails to express full respect for the Cross-towners now. 
Others might suggest a more legalistic approach, trying to determine exactly who has been 
the disadvantaged, the degree of loss, which citizens are most responsible, etc., in order to 
pay off the debt. But this, taken by itself, faces the sorts of disadvantages we have already 
considered. If, instead, the value of mutual respect and trust is the governing ideal, the 
appropriate message would be to acknowledge and deplore the past openly, to affirm a 
commitment to promote mutual respect and trust in the future, to welcome full inter- 
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change and participation with the Cross-towners, and to urge them to undertake the risks 
of overcoming their understandable suspicions by joining in a common effort to work to- 
wards fulfilling the ideal. This would address not merely the injury but also the insult im- 
plicit in the town’s history. 

The more difficult question, however, is how we might express such a message effec- 
tively and with evident sincerity in an atmosphere already poisoned by the past. Mere 
words will be taken as mere words; they may in fact turn out to be just that. What is 
needed is more positive action—concrete steps to prove commitment, to resist backslid- 
ing, and to overcome reluctance on both sides. The sort of affirmative action taken in the 
U.C.L.A. program described in Section I seems especially appropriate for this purpose. 
Here the emphasis was on outreach, increasing awareness of opportunities, accountability 
and proof of fairness in procedures, and allocating resources (fellowships, release time, etc.) 
in a way that showed trust that, if given an adequate chance, those formerly excluded 
would enrich the university by fully appropriate standards. These seem the most natural 
way to give force to the message, though arguably other methods may serve the purpose 
as well. 

There is another historical value that is also relevant and seems to favor even more radi- 
cal steps in affirmative action. The issue is too complex to address adequately here, but it 
should at least be mentioned. What I have in mind might be called “fair opportunity.” 
That is, implicit in our democratic ideals is the idea that our public institutions should 
be so arranged that they afford to each person, over time, more or less equal opportunities 
to develop and make use of his or her natural talents and to participate and contribute to 
those institutions. The idea is hard to make precise, but it clearly does not mean that all 
should have equal chances to have a desirable position, regardless of effort and natural ap- 
titude. The physically handicapped and the mentally retarded suffer from natural misfor- 
tunes; though society should not ignore them, they cannot expect standards to be rigged 
to ensure the former equal odds at making the basketball team or the latter equal odds of 
being appointed to the faculty. Similarly, those who choose not to make the effort to de- 
velop their capacities have no right to expect public institutions to include them in a pool 
from which candidates are selected by lot. But when persons have been disadvantaged by 
social injustice, having had their initial chances diminished by the network of public in- 
stitutions themselves, then positive steps are needed to equalize their opportunities over 
time: 

This ideal calls for something more than efforts to ensure that future generations do not 
suffer from the same disadvantages, for those efforts fail to respond to the unfairness to the 
present individuals. But, for obvious practical reasons, legal efforts to remedy precisely 
identifiable disadvantages incurred by individuals are bound to be quite inadequate to ad- 
dress the many subtle losses of opportunity caused by past institutional racism and sex- 
ism. Since no perfect solution is possible, we need to choose between this inadequate re- 
sponse and policies that address the problem in a less fine-grained way. Affirmative action 
programs that employ a working presumption that women and minorities generally have 
had their opportunities restricted to some degree by institutional racism and sexism will 
admittedly risk compensating a few who have actually had, on balance, as much opportu- 
nity as white males. But the practical alternatives, it seems, are to accept this risk or to 
refuse to respond at all to the innumerable ways that institutional racism and sexism have 
undermined opportunities too subtly for the courts to remedy. 

Given these options, what would be the message of choosing to limit redress to pre- 
cisely identifiable losses? This would say, in effect, to women and minorities, “We cannot 
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find a way to ensure precisely that each talented and hard-working person has an equal op- 
portunity over time; and, given our options, we count it more important to see that none 
of you women and minorities are overcompensated than to try to see that the majority of 
you have more nearly equal opportunities over your life-time. Your grievances are too sub- 
tle and difficult to measure, and your group may be harboring some who were not disad- 
vantaged. We would rather let the majority of white males enjoy the advantages of their 
unfair head start than risk compensating one of you who does not deserve it.” 

Now żf it had been established on antecedent grounds that the affirmative action mea- 
sures in question would violate the rights of white male applicants, then one could argue 
that these coarse-grained efforts to honor the ideal of fair opportunity are illegitimate. But 
that premise, I think, has not been established. Affirmative action programs would vio- 
late the rights of white males only if, all things considered, their guidelines temporarily 
favoring women and minorities were arbitrary, not serving the legitimate social role of uni- 
versities or fulfilling the ideals of fairness and respect for all. The considerations offered 
here, however, point to the conclusion that some affirmative action programs, even those 
involving a degree of preferential treatment, are legitimated by ideals of mutual respect, 
trust, and fair opportunity. 


CONCLUSION 


All this, I know, is too brief, loose, and incomplete; I hope it is worth considering nonethe- 
less. The main suggestion is that, ideally, a central purpose of affirmative action would be 
to communicate a much-needed message, sincerely and effectively. The message is called 
for not just as a means to future good relations or a dutiful payment of a debt incurred by 
our past. It is called for by the ideal of being related to other human beings over time, so 
that our histories and biographies reflect the responses of those who deeply care about fair 
opportunity, mutual trust, and respect for all. 

If so, what should public universities try to say to those offered opportunities through 
affirmative action? Perhaps something like this: “Whether we individually are among the 
guilty or not, we acknowledge that you have been wronged—if not by specific injuries 
which could be named and repaid, at least by the humiliating and debilitating attitudes 
prevalent in our country and our institutions. We deplore and denounce these attitudes 
and the wrongs that spring from them. We acknowledge that, so far, most of you have 
had your opportunities in life diminished by the effects of these attitudes, and we want 
no one’s prospects to be diminished by injustice. We recognize your understandable 
grounds for suspicion and mistrust when we express these high-minded sentiments, and 
we want not only to ask respectfully for your trust but also to give concrete evidence of 
our sincerity. We welcome you respectfully into the university community and ask you 
to take a full share of the responsibilities as well as the benefits. By creating special op- 
portunities, we recognize the disadvantages you have probably suffered; we show our re- 
spect for your talents and our commitment to the ideals of the university, however, by 
not faking grades and honors for you. Given current attitudes about affirmative action, 
accepting this position will probably have drawbacks as well as advantages.'* It is an op- 
portunity and a responsibility offered neither as charity nor as entitlement, but rather as 
part of a special effort to welcome and encourage minorities and women to participate 
more fully in the university at all levels. We believe that this program affirms some of 
the best ideals implicit in our history without violating the rights of any applicants. We 
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hope that you will choose to accept the position in this spirit as well as for your own 
benefit.” 

The appropriate message is no doubt harder to communicate to those who stand to lose 
some traditional advantages under a legitimate affirmative action program. But if we set 
aside practical difficulties and suppose that the proper message could be sincerely given 
and accepted as such, what would it say? Ideally, it would convey an understanding of the 
moral reasoning for the program; perhaps, in conclusion, it would say something like the 
following. 

“These are the concerns that we felt made necessary the policy under which the uni- 
versity is temporarily giving special attention to women and minorities. We respect 
your rights to formal justice and to a policy guided by the university’s education and 
research mission as well as its social responsibilities. Our policy in no way implies the 
view that your opportunities are less important than others’, but we estimate (roughly, 
as we must) that as a white male you have probably had advantages and encouragement 
that for a long time have been systematically, unfairly, insultingly unavailable to most 
women and minorities. We deplore invidious race and gender distinctions; we hope that 
no misunderstanding of our program will prolong them. Unfortunately, nearly all 
blacks and women have been disadvantaged to some degree by bias against their groups, 
and it is impractical for universities to undertake the detailed investigations that would 
be needed to assess how much particular individuals have suffered or gained from racism 
and sexism. We appeal to you to share the historical values of fair opportunity and mu- 
tual respect that underlie this policy; we hope that, even though its effects may be per- 
sonally disappointing, you can see the policy as an appropriate response to the current 
situation.” 

Unfortunately, as interests conflict and tempers rise, it is difficult to convey this idea 
without giving an unintended message as well. White males unhappy about the imme- 
diate effects of affirmative action may read the policy as saying that “justice” is the offi- 
cial word for giving preferential treatment to whatever group one happens to favor. Some 
may see a subtext insinuating that blacks and women are naturally inferior and “cannot 
make it on their own.” Such cynical readings reveal either misunderstanding or the will- 
ful refusal to take the moral reasoning underlying affirmative action seriously. They pose 
serious obstacles to the success of affirmative action—practical problems that may be 
more intractable than respectful moral disagreement and counter-argument. But some 
types of affirmative action invite misunderstanding and suspicion more than others. For 
this reason, anyone who accepts the general case for affirmative action suggested here 
would do well to reexamine in detail the means by which they hope to communicate its 
message.” 
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For an interesting illustration of reciprocal desires (e.g., A wanting B, B wanting A, A want- 
ing B to want A, B wanting A to want B, A wanting B to want A to want B, etc.), see Thomas 
Nagel, “Sexual Perversion,” The Journal of Philosophy, vol. 66 (1969). 

Racism and sexism present significantly different problems, but I shall not try to analyze the 
differences here. For the most part (and especially in the analogy to follow) my primary focus 
is on racism, but the relevance of the general type of moral thinking considered here to the 
problems of sexism should nonetheless be evident. 

How severe these drawbacks are will, of course, depend upon the particular means of affirma- 
tive action that are selected and how appropriate these are for the situation. For example, if, to 
meet mandated quotas, highly-ranked colleges and universities offer special admission to stu- 
dents not expected to succeed, then they may well be misleading those students into a waste- 
ful and humiliating experience when those students could have thrived at lower-ranked educa- 
tional institutions. This practice was explicitly rejected in the policies at Pomona College and 
at U.C.L.A. described in Section I, but William Allen (a contributor to this volume) suggested 
to me in discussion that, in his opinion, the practice is quite common. The practice, I think, 
is unconscionable, and my argument in no way supports it. 

Geoffrey Miller . . . described in discussion another possible affirmative action program 

that would be quite inappropriate to the circumstances but is again not supported by the line 
of argument I have suggested. He asks us to imagine a “permanent underclass” of immigrants 
who are “genetically or culturally deficient” and as a result fail to succeed. Since we do not 
share a common social and cultural history of injustice resulting in their condition, the his- 
torical dimension of my case for affirmative action is missing. And since they are a “perma- 
nent” underclass, and thus the “genetic or cultural deficiencies” that result in their failure 
cannot be altered, one cannot argue that universities can help them or even can sincerely give 
them an encouraging “message” through affirmative action. This does not mean, however, 
that there are not other reasons for society to extend appropriate help. Also, any suggestion 
that certain urban populations that are now called a “permanent underclass” are accu- 
rately and fairly described by the “fictional” example is politically charged and needs careful 
examination. 
Although my aim in this paper has been to survey general types of arguments for thinking that 
some sort of affirmative action is needed, rather than to argue for any particular program, one 
cannot reasonably implement the general idea without considering many contextual factors 
that I have set aside here. Thus, though the moral perspective suggested here seems to favor 
the second method described in Section I (recruitment, special funds, accountability) over the 
first method (proportionality, given a fixed lower standard), the need for more detailed discus- 
sion is obvious. 
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The Injustice of Affirmative Action 
Involving Preferential Treatment 


The context of affirmative action is the selection of people for prized, scarce, and competi- 
tive jobs, opportunities, or honors. It is customary to distinguish between two forms such 
a policy may take: impartiality and preferential treatment. The aim of impartiality is to 
ensure open access to the initial pool from which people are selected and selection in ac- 
cordance with procedural rules that apply to everyone equally. The aim of preferential 
‘treatment is to alter the procedural rules so as to favor some people in order to increase the 
likelihood that they rather than others will achieve the desired_position. One form of af- 
firmative action, therefore, is committed to impartiality and to the rejection of preferen- 
tial treatment, while the other form is committed to preferential treatment and to the re- 
jection of impartiality. The claim for preferential treatment is that it is morally justified 
because those favored by it belong to some group many of whose members have been un- 
justly excluded from achieving the desired position simply because they were members of 
the group. 

The moral justifiability of preferential treatment has been debated since the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act. Its defenders and opponents somewhat wearily continue to restate their fa- 
miliar cases, but the controversy appears to have come to a standstill. There are tactical 
victories and losses on both sides. The resolutions thus reached, however, are unstable, 
short-lived, and unsatisfactory because they are the products not of principle but of po- 
litical in-fighting that is symptomatic of a failure to face the underlying deep moral dis- 
greements. 

Given this background, it may seem foolhardy to advance the claim that one side has 
it right and the other is mistaken, but, for better or worse, that is the claim this paper in- 
tends to defend. Its strategy, however, is not to work over yet another time the details of 
the usual arguments, nor is it to offer original objections to them; the strategy is rather to 

present an overview that sums up state of the controversy. What emerges from it is that 
preferential treatment favored by one form of affirmative action is unjust. 


II 


Perhaps the most useful way to begin is to impose some restrictions on the scope of the 
discussion and then proceed to enumerate some assumptions that form part of the com- 
mon ground among the contending parties. The issue of preferential treatment arises in 
many areas of life, but the discussion of it will be restricted here to universities and col- 
leges. And within that context, it will be restricted further to consideration of preferen- 
tial treatment involved in hiring, granting tenure to, and promoting people who belong 
to certain unjustly treated groups. 

Turning now to the assumptions, the first one is that all the people whose proposed 
A previous version of this paper has been published under the title of “The Injustice of Strong Affirmative Action” in 


Affirmative Action and the University, edited by Steven M. Cahn (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993). 
Reprinted by permission of John Kekes. 
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preferential treatment gives rise to the controversy are acknowledged by all parties to be- 
long to some group many of whose members have been victims of injustice, such as Ameri- 
can blacks, Indians, Hispanics, and women. The fact that injustice has occurred is not 
doubted; the question is rather whether the injustice warrants preferential treatment. 

Second, the controversy centers on the form of affirmative action that involves prefer- 
ential treatment and not on the impartial form whose aim is merely to make entry into 
the initial pool open to members of the unjustly treated groups and to ensure the fair ap- 
plication of the procedural rules guiding the selection process. A more precise formulation 
of the controversy, therefore, is whether it is morally justifiable to abandon the impartial 
form of affirmative action and accord preferential treatment to the appropriate people. 

Third, it is also agreed by both sides that under normal circumstances preferential treat- 
ment is morally wrong. This does not mean that it cannot be justified in unusual circum- 
stances, but it does mean that it must be justified because the initial presumption is 
against it and that the burden of justification rests on those who advocate it. The proce- 
dural rules that govern the selection of people in a competitive context normally ought 
not to be altered in favor of some of the competitors. But what holds normally does not 
hold necessarily. The required justification must therefore show that the circumstances 
surrounding affirmative action involving preferential treatment are in some ways suffi- 
ciently unusual to warrant doing what normally it would be wrong to do. Defenders of 
preferential treatment of course do offer justifications of this sort. If the controversy is con- 
ducted reasonably, it hinges on the adequacy of these justifications. These three assump- 
tions are generally held explicitly; the next three tend to be implicit, implied rather than 
articulated by participants in the controversy. 

Fourth, one reason that preferential treatment is favored by its defenders is that without 
it members of the unjustly treated groups would be less likely to gain the desired positions 
than members of other groups who have not suffered injustice. If access to the initial pool 
is open and the application of the procedural rules is fair, then the greater likelihood that 
members of the unjustly treated groups will be at a comparative disadvantage should be at- 
tributed to handicaps suffered as a result of injustice. It ought to be noticed that although 
injustice is one explanation of this disadvantage, it is not the only one. Other explanations 
may be that there are genetic differences or that it is psychologically impossible to over- 
come the effects of injustice. But since there are serious empirical and moral questions about 
these alternative explanations, the common ground between defenders and opponents of 
preferential treatment may be interpreted as concern with the conditionally formulated 
question whether, if the difference in qualifications were due to injustice and it could be 
overcome, preferential treatment would then be just and justified. 

In case it is found to be offensive to expect comparatively lower qualifications merely on 
the basis of membership in a group, it should be noticed that this expectation is central to 
the case for preferential treatment, the case being opposed in this paper, since if there were 
no such expectation, there would be no perceived need for preferential treatment. 

Fifth, it is acknowledged by both sides that the result of preferential treatment is not 
merely to favor some people who otherwise would be less likely to gain the desired posi- 
tions but also that to make it more difficult for fully qualified people to gain the positions 
they would be likely to have if difficulties were not put in their way. Preferential treat- 
ment consequently means that part of the cost of benefiting some is harm to others. The 
justification of preferential treatment, therefore, must not only show that it is reasonable 
to confer the benefits that follow from it but also that it is reasonable to inflict the harms 
that it inevitably produces. 

Sixth, as as already been noted, the context in which the issue of preferential treatment 
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arises most acutely is higher education. It is generally assumed that the two chief func- 
tions of universities and colleges are teaching and research. That assumption follows from 
the deeper one that these institutions have the responsibility of being guardians of knowl- 
edge. The responsibility is discharged by advancing knowledge (through research) ana by 
handing down knowledge from generation to generation (through teaching). Knowledge 
should be understood quite generally to include the fields of the natural and social sci- 
ences, as well as the humanities, and being both pure and applied, theoretical and practi- 
cal, descriptive and normative, historical and contemporary, taking as its scope the lasting 
achievements of humanity. 

The kind of higher education a society provides for its young tends to reflect and per- 
petuate the forms of knowledge valued in that society. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
the nature of higher education should be as controversial as the question of what forms of 
knowledge should be valued. After all, how higher education goes has a strong influence 
on how the society will go when the young come to occupy the positions for which they 
are supposed to be educated. 

The issue of preferential treatment arises against this background. Its defenders claim 
that since members of some groups have been systematically and unjustly excluded from 
higher education, they ought to be preferentially treated so that they too might influ- 
ence the direction in which society will go. By contrast, opponents of preferential treat- 
ment, while conceding injustice, deny that it could or should be remedied by preferential 
treatment. 


HI 


Bearing in mind the assumptions just discussed, the question is: What justification is 
there for the preferential treatment of prospective or actual academics who belong to some 
group many of whose members have suffered injustice merely because of their member- 
ship? An alternative way of posing the question is: What justification is there for aban- 
doning the impartial form of affirmative action, which aims to assure open access and pro- 
cedural fairness, and adopting the form that aims at the preferential treatment of people 
belonging to the appropriate groups? 

The questions are moral because they deal with how benefits and harms ought to be dis- 
tributed. And they arise in a particularly acute form because they concern a proposed 
policy of distribution that goes against what would normally be regarded as fair. It exac- 
erbates the controversy in that what is at stake is not merely how benefits should be dis- 
tributed; in addition, the unavoidable consequence of the proposed policy is that it will 
cause harm to those who would have received the benefits under the impartial distribu- 
tion scheme that is to be abandoned. 

Defenders of preferential treatment have offered three types of justification based on 
compensation, redistribution or correction, and diversity. Each begins with the generally 
acknowledged fact of injustice, but they differ because they offer different justifications for 
adopting the policy of preferential treatment as a remedy. 

The idea of compensation as a justification for preferential treatment is that of doing 
what is possible to balance the moral scales so as to make them as even as they would have 
been if past injustice had not occurred. Since injustice has harmed members of some 
groups and benefited others, a just balance can be achieved by favoring those who were 
harmed in the past at the expense of those who have benefited. Preferential treatment is 
the means by which this is accomplished. 
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. The guiding thought motivating it is that it is unjust that members of some groups 
ENa receive a greater share of scarce, prized, and competitive benefits than members of 
some other groups, and this judgment holds true quite independent of whether the in- 
justice is past, present, or future. It is injustice per se that is being opposed. If the bene- 
fits were to be redistributed evenhandedly, the injustice would be corrected. The reason 
redistribution or correction requires preferential treatment is that a newly introduced im- 
partial method of distribution is unlikely, but itself, to be effective, since the chances are 
that its implementation will be obstructed by the same prejudices against members of 
some groups that motivated the previous method of unjust daniu of 
preferential treatment is needed to counteract the force of prejudice, which may not be 
conscious or malicious but merely an unexamined habit of thought. A legally mandated 
policy of preferential treatment thus coerces people to act as they would act were they not- 
prevented by prejudices. 

The justification of preferential treatment derived from diversity concentrates on the 
future; its claim is that preferential treatment has generally beneficial consequences and 
that these go far beyond the benefits received by those who are favored under the policy. 
These general benefits are associated with pluralism. Part of the reason pluralism is re- 
garded as an attractive view by many people is that it enriches human possibilities by 
being hospitable to a multiplicity of different ideals, values, and conceptions of good life. — 
Analogously, part of the reason racial or sexual prejudice is unreasonable is that it injures 
not only its victims but also the society informed by it, since prejudiced people impover- 
ish their own prospects by excluding from their lives possibilities represented by members 
of the unjustly treated groups. Preferential treatment is generally beneficial because it en- 
riches higher education, and thus the future, by providing an important forum for voices 
that otherwise would be doomed to remaining unheard. 

These arguments, of course, have been developed in far greater detail than what has 
been presented here. The details, however, are irrelevant to the purpose of this paper, 
which is not to reconsider these arguments but to show how damaging are the objections 
against them and to persuade those who support preferential treatment either to stop- 
doing so or to find better arguments for it. 


IV 


There are two general objections directed against all three types of arguments advanced to 
justify preferential treatment. The first starts by asking whether the arguments for pref- 
erential treatment are intended to benefit unjustly treated individuals as individuals or as 
members of some group. To put this more concretely: Is the preferential treatment of, say, 
a particular black person or a woman supposed to be justified because of the harm that par- 
ticular person has suffered personally or the benefits their preferential treatment may pro- 
duce, or is the proposed justification rather that through their preferential treatment the 
position of the unjustly treated group to which they belong would be improved? In the 
first case, the justification of preferential treatment must depend on the circumstances of 
individuals who happen to » be members of a group; in the second case, the justification con- 
centrates on what has befallen the relevant group, and the individuals in question could 
then be replaced by other members of the same group. The objection is that neither al- 
ternative can be reasonably defended. 
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According to the individualistic interpretation, the preferential treatment of individu- 
als is justified by the injustice they have personally suffered and/or by the benefits that fa- 
voring them over others would produce. In view of this, it is extraordinary that the form 
of affirmative action that involves preferential treatment does not mandate or even rec- 
ommend finding out whether the individuals in question have actually suffered any in- 
justice that would warrant compensation or redistribution. Nor is there any attempt to 
find out whether these individuals would contribute to diversity by holding ideals, values, 
or conceptions of a good life other than those already represented. 

It may be said in reply that conducting the required investigation is formidably diffi- 
cult. But that, of course, merely strengthens the doubts about the feasibility and iustice 
of preferential treatment. Or, alternatively, the rejoinder may be that the investigation is 
unnecessary because it can be assumed that individual members of some groups have been 
unjustly treated and that they would enhance existing diversity, since exceptional cir- 
cumstances would have to be postulated for this assumption not to hold. But this reply 
will not do, either. The individuals being considered for preferential treatment are likely 
to be selected from among those members of nenn Treated groups who are least 
likely to have suffered and who are most likely to have been acculturated to the views 
prevalent in their society. They are, after all, typically prospective or actual young faculty 
members, both male and female, who have received many years of undergraduate and 
graduate education and who are normally quite different from impoverished slum dwellers 
who live without hope and who are the strongest candidates for being victims of injustice. 

The individualistic interpretation, however, does not merely select people for preferen- 
tial treatment without ascertaining whether the injustice that would supposedly justify it 
has actually occurred to them. By conferring unjustified benefits on them, it also harms 
other, specific individuals. The ones harmed are those who have been deprived of the bene- 


fits they would normally have earned so that people less qualified than they could be fa- , 


vored. There is no reason provided, and none sought, for supposing that these excluded 
individuals have done anything to contribute to the groundlessly assumed injustice pref- 
erential treatment intends to remedy. The consequence of this interpretation of preferen- 
tial treatment, therefore, is to institute a policy that arbitrarily favors some individuals 
while it deliberately injures innocent ones. Even if good reasons were provided for favor- 
ing some individuals, the policy would merely substitute one set of innocent victims for 
another set of equally innocent ones. As it stands, this interpretation merely assumes that 
just because a particular individual is, say, black or female, he or she has suffered injustice. 
That assumption, without the evidence to back it, is as much a prejudice as the assump- 
tion that a particular individual is inferior just because he is black or she is a woman. 

There are, therefore, strong reasons for abandoning the individualistic interpretation 
and turning to the group interpretation. According to it, the object of preferential treat- 
ment is to improve the position of the unjustly treated groups; individuals are favored, as 
it were, not on their own behalf but on behalf of the group to which they belong. The rea- 
sons for this interpretation, however, are no better than the reasons for the previous one. 

For one thing, the selection of the groups for preferential treatment is arbitrary. It is 
true that American blacks, Indians, Hispanics, and women have suffered injustice as a 
group. But so have homosexuals, epileptics, the urban and the rural poor, the physically 
ugly, those whose careers were ruined by McCarthyism, prostitutes, the obese, and so forth. 
There is no good reason for selecting some of these groups over others for preferential treat- 
ment. The arguments given to justify preferential treatment apply equally to all. 

There have been some attempts to deny that there is an analogy between these two 
classes of victims. It has been said that the first were unjustly discriminated against due 


884 JOHN KEKES 


to racial or sexual prejudice and that this is not true of the second. This is indeed so. But 
why should it be supposed that the only form of injustice relevant to preferential treat- 
ment is that due to racial or sexual prejudice? Injustice occurs in many forms, and those 
who value justice will surely object to all of them. 

The same arbitrariness pervades the attempt to justify preferential treatment by appeal 
to the benefits of diversity. It is nothing but cant to praise diversity when it is taken to 
consist of the differences in the degrees to which people move to the left of the left wing 
of the Democratic Party. No effort is made to contribute to diversity by according prefer- 
ential treatment to religious fundamentalists, antifeminists, political conservatives, de- 
fenders of the desirability of American primacy in international affairs, or those who ad- 
vocate research into genetic racial differences. As it now stands, _ is a code word 
for individuals or views that find favor with left-wing academics 

Moreover, the identification of the groups whose members are O to be victims 
of injustice is intolerably vague. No account is taken of socioeconomic status; thus, upper- 
middle-class women or blacks may be favored over the sons of impoverished white mi- 
gratory workers. It is not recognized that there have been waves of immigration and that 
many blacks and Hispanics, both male and female, have come and are coming to this coun- 
try voluntarily. It is most implausible to conflate eager immigrants and those whose an- 
cestors were transported here as slaves or as migratory workers. Nor is there any system- 
atic attempt to distinguish between those members of the unjustly treated groups whose 
lower qualifications are due to injustice and those whose personal defects are responsible 
for them. Also, it is often and fallaciously assumed that since there is a statistically sig- 
nificant correlation between injustice and the lower qualifications of members of a group 
taken collectively, there will also be a like correlation when members of the group are 
taken individually. 

What makes matters much worse, however, is that the preferential treatment of mem- 
bers of these unacceptably identified groups not only subverts the original intention of 
remedying injustice but that it actually produces similar injustice by creating a new group 
of victims. For every benefit provided by preferential treatment, there is a corresponding 
injury inflicted on those who have been penalized so that some members of the unaccept- 
ably identified group could receive the benefits to which, as far as anyone knows, they may 
not be entitled. And are these new victims also to be entitled to preferential treatment? 
And the victims of that? And if not, why not? 


y 


This leads to the second general objection against the arguments used to justify prefer- 
ential treatment. The objection focuses on three morally undesirable consequences of the 
policy: the situation of academics whose appointment, tenure, or promotion was due to 
preferential treatment; the situation of prospective or actual academics who would have 
received the positions that have gone to their preferentially treated colleagues; and the way 
in which preferential treatment is likely to affect the responsibility of universities and col- 
leges to act as guardians of valued forms of knowledge. 

Assume, then, that a policy of preferential treatment is in place and that there is a group 
of academics at a university or college who have been its beneficiaries. This means, of 
course, that these people would be unlikely to hold the positions they hold if it had not 
been for the preferential treatment they have received. That this is so is a straight impli- 
cation of the assumptions upon which preferential treatment rests, namely, that unjustly 
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treated people can be expected to have lower qualifications than nonvictims do. If this were 
not the case, preferential treatment would lose whatever warrant it has. The fact of lower 
qualification, on this assumption, would be common knowledge and, as such, known by 
the people who benefited from the policy, by those who were injured by it, and by those 
who have been affected by it only because they have colleagues who have been favored or 
injured as a result of preferential treatment. 

What would be the attitude of reasonable and decent individuals in relation to the 
knowledge that they have received their positions through preferential treatment and 
would not have received them without it? It seems likely that their attitude would be a 
mixture composed of resentment, shame, guilt, embarrassment, pride, self-doubt, and a 
desire to prove themselves. Depending on their character and circumstances, in some cases 
one, in others a different component would assume a dominant role in this mixture. But 
whatever happens, their position would not be that of a traditional academic, and the ob- 
stacles in the way of achieving normalcy would be formidable. 

There would always remain nagging questions about how they would have fared with- 
out the preferential treatment they have received and whether their colleagues are re- 
sponding to them as individuals or as victims of injustice who could just as easily be re- 
placed by some other victim of the same type. These questions, naturally enough, would 
nag not only at them but also at their colleagues, all of whom would know that if it had 
not been for preferential treatment, their positions would probably have been occupied by 
others with better qualifications. This cannot but produce bad feelings. It could be hypo- 
critically disguised, but genuine and reciprocal trust and good would be unlikely to ob- 
tain due to perfectly realistic obstacles existing on both sides. In the light of this, it is le- 
gitimate to wonder whether coming to occupy positions through preferential treatment is 
indeed a benefit that will remedy past injustice. It seems much more likely that it will 
rather perpetuate memory of the injustice by putting its victims in an extremely difficult 
position through a clumsy attempt at social engineering. 

But the consequences of preferential treatment for those who have been injured by it 
must also be remembered. These people feel unjustly harmed, and they are right in so feel- 
ing. They have not been responsible for the past injustice, or, at the very least, no more so 
than other people in their society, and yet the effect of the policy is to force them to bear 
an unfair share of the burden of it. The victims in this group are typically actual or 
prospective academics who have invested many years of their lives and considerable finan- 
cial resources in order to have an academic career, and they have foregone prospects of a 
different career. And, by hypothesis, the likelihood of their doing well at an academic ca- 
reer is higher than the likelihood of success for those who end up getting the appointment, 
tenure, or promotion. It is natural, therefore, for this new class of victims to be as indig- 
nant and resentful as were the old class of victims who are now being favored at their ex- 
pense. This new class of victims will of course increase at exactly the same rate that the 
supposed benefits are bestowed through preferential treatment on the old class of victims. 

Consider, finally, an indirect consequence of preferential treatment: its effect on the ca- 
pacity of universities and colleges to discharge cheir responsibility as guardians of valued 
forms of knowledge. This responsibility involves teaching and research. It is essential to 
the welfare of a society that both activities be done as well as possible. For the welfare of 
a society is essentially connected with the information, skills, understanding, and values 
its citizens possess. Through these forms of knowledge, people endeavor to make good 
lives for themselves, and a good society is one that is hospitable to their endeavors so that 
the endeavors have a reasonable chance of succeeding. In a good society, therefore, the in- 
terests of individuals and the interest of the society are inseparably intertwined. 
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It is against this background that the unavoidable consequence of preferential treat- 
ment should be evaluated: the people favored by it are less qualified for the positions they 
receive than the people whom they displace. No one would voluntarily choose the services 
of a physician, a lawyer, an architect, or a dentist if a better one were available on compa- 
rable terms. What preferential treatment does is to make it a policy to do what no one 
would consider doing when acting individually on his or her own behalf. Moreover, by fo- 
cusing on higher education, preferential treatment imposes this policy not on any par- 
ticular area of life but on all areas within which the acquisition of the relevant forms of 
knowledge depends on higher education. For preferential treatment is the policy of favor- 
ing the appointment, tenure, and promotion of less qualified victims of injustice over those 
of better qualified nonvictims. The inevitable result is that as the policy is implemented, 
so the vital functions of teaching and research, already compromised by other causes, are 
further weakened. 

It will be objected that this way of putting the matter misses the salient point that pref- 
erential treatment is not a perverse attempt to weaken society upon whose welfare the wel- 
fare of all citizens depends. Preferential treatment, rather, is a policy of remedying injus- 
tice, and it is not the aim, but one of the incidental outcomes, of the policy that less 
qualified victims are favored over better qualified nonvictims. It will be said that injustice 
ought to be remedied, and preferential treatment is the policy that attempts to do so. Like 
all other policies, it too has its acknowledged costs. The benefits, however, are said to out- 
weigh the costs because the removal of injustice is more important than the occasional vio- 
lation of the impartial procedures that normally ought to govern academic appointments, 
tenures, and promotions. 

But this rejoinder is unconvincing. It fails to recognize that protecting impartial pro- 
cedures is far more important than remedying past injustice. One indication of their dif- 
fering importance is that if the already existing injustice were permitted to continue to 
exist without remedy, society would not be harmed more than it has already been. It 
is true that there would remain one or two generations of victims, but if open access 
and impartial procedures were guaranteed, no new victims would be added. Injustice is 
bad, of course, and it ought to be remedied, but the point is that the welfare of the large 
majority of nonvictims would not be appreciably affected if no feasible remedy were 
available. 

By contrast, if impartial procedures were not protected, the consequences would be 
much more far-reaching. These consequences are, first, that a new class of unjustly treated 
people would replace the old class, so the amount of injustice in society would not de- 
crease. Second, the policy contains no feasible way of identifying victims of injustice. It 
unjustifiably assumes that all members of some groups have been victims of injustice, and 
its selection of the groups themselves is arbitrary. The policy thus offers no procedures that 
present a feasible alternative to the ones that it is designed to replace. Third, the essential 
process of expanding and transmitting valued forms of knowledge would be weakened by 
favoring less qualified people over better qualified ones. This would not only shortchange 
the next generation, who would not receive what it could and should have; it would also 
injure generations thereafter by transmitting to them less knowledge, less well taught, by 
less qualified people as their inheritance. The policy intended to strengthen society by 
remedying injustice would consequently end up weakening it by undermining its system 
of higher education. Fourth, preferential treatment is intended to remove the causes of in- 
justice, namely, lack of open access and impartial procedures. But if impartial procedures 
were suspended, the same causes of injustice would be perpetuated, and thus the policy 
would be inconsistent with the intention behind it. 
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To sum up, the logic of the argument is as follows. The form of affirmative action that is 
committed to impartiality is intended to guarantee that open access and fair procedures 
guide the competition for academic positions. It has been assumed throughout that this 
policy is morally justified. The key question that has been considered is whether it is also 
morally justifiable to violate impartial procedures in order to overcome the disadvantage 
past injustice has caused to members of some groups. Three well-known arguments in- 
tended to support the affirmative answer have been considered: compensation, redistribu- 
tion or correction, and diversity. In the previous paragraph the reasons for the claim that 
none of these arguments succeeds have been summarized. It is reasonable to conclude, 
therefore, that the form of affirmative action that calls for preferential treatment is an un- 
just and unjustified violation of impartial procedures. 


The most comprehensive collection of its kind, Ethics is organized into three 
sections, providing instructors with flexibility in designing and teaching a variety 
of courses in moral philosophy. Opening with Alasdair MacIntyre’s discussion of 
the importance of the history of ethics, the first section, Historical Sources, moves 
from classical thought (Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and Epictetus) through medieval 
views (Augustine and Aquinas) to modern theories (Hobbes, Butler, Hume, 
Kant, Bentham, and Mill). It culminates with the religiosity of Kierkegaard, the 
pessimism of Schopenhauer, the nihilism of Nietzsche, the pragmatism of James 
and Dewey, and the existentialism of Camus and Sartre. The readings are reprinted 
in their entirety wherever possible. 

The second section, Modern Ethical Theory, begins with James Rachels’ over- 
view of recent developments, and includes many of the most important essays of 
the twentieth century. The discussion of utilitarianism, Kantianism, egoism, and 
relativism continues in the work of major contemporary philosophers (Williams, 
Brandt, Feinberg, Foot, and Rachels). Landmark selections (Moore, Ross, 
Stevenson, Baier, Hare, Harman, and Gauthier) reflect concern with moral language 
and the justification of morality. The concepts of justice (Rawls), rights (Feinberg), 
and saintliness (Urmson and Wolff) are explored, as well as recent views on the 
importance of virtue ethics (MacIntyre and Rachels), and an ethic influenced by 
feminist concerns (Held). 

Peter Singer’s discussion of the significance of applied ethics opens the third 
section, Contemporary Moral Problems. The readings present the current debates 
over abortion (Thomson, Tooley, and Sterba), euthanasia (Rachels and Foot), 
famine relief (Singer and Arthur), animal rights (Regan and Cohen), the death 
penalty (van den Haag and Nathanson), and affirmative action (Hill and Kekes). 
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